Louisiana State University

LSU Digital Commons
LSU Doctoral Dissertations

Graduate School

2013

A preliminary investigation of the demographic, systematic risk,
and systematic promotive factors that influence higher
educational attainment among foster care youths and young
adults who age out of the foster care system
Dana R. Hunter
Louisiana State University and Agricultural and Mechanical College

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations
Part of the Social Work Commons

Recommended Citation
Hunter, Dana R., "A preliminary investigation of the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that influence higher educational attainment among foster care youths and young
adults who age out of the foster care system" (2013). LSU Doctoral Dissertations. 2327.
https://digitalcommons.lsu.edu/gradschool_dissertations/2327

This Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Graduate School at LSU Digital Commons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in LSU Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized graduate school editor of LSU
Digital Commons. For more information, please contactgradetd@lsu.edu.

A PRELIMINARY INVESTIGATION OF THE DEMOGRAPHIC, SYSTEMATIC RISK,
AND SYSTEMATIC PROMOTIVE FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE HIGHER
EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT AMONG FOSTER CARE YOUTHS AND YOUNG
ADULTS WHO AGE OUT OF THE FOSTER CARE SYSTEM

A Dissertation
Submitted to the Graduate Faculty of the
Louisiana State University and
Agricultural and Mechanical College
in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy
in
The School of Social Work

by
Dana R. Hunter
B.S., Southern University A & M College, 2002
M.S.W., Louisiana State University, 2005
December 2013

© [2013]
[Dana R. Hunter]
All rights reserved

ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Where and how do I begin to acknowledge and honor the great multitude of people who
in my life that helped me to accomplish such an endearing and awesome task? Quite often I’ve
saved the best for last; but not this time. I will first thank none other than the Holy Trinity: God
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit for the grace and strength to accomplish such a huge dream and
unimaginable assignment. Father, not only did you open the door, but you led and guided me
throughout the entire program. You connected me with such wonderful people that poured
untold hours of time, knowledge, and wisdom into my life. You also gave me strength,
commitment, and understanding when there was none. To you, I say Thanks.
I must also thank my Pastor, my husband, and friend, for his wonderful spiritual support,
prayers, and guidance during my time as a doctoral student. Mr. Donald R. Hunter, Jr. you are
like no other. A blessing sent from heaven to me since my youth. Your faithfulness as a
husband, father, and friend is worthy of honor. I would also like to thank my precious four
beautiful children, Donald III, Darian, Diamond, and Dominion for your patience and
understanding hearts. Maybe you will eat less Raising Canes and Papa John’s pizza now that
mama’s done. Another very special thanks to my beautiful mother and friend as well as to my
loving and comical father! Doris and Leo you’re the best parents any girl could have! I could
write another dissertation simply on how much I appreciate the both of you. Your constant
sacrifices and dedication, putting us in the best schools since we were three years old are
continuing to bear fruit. Also, I could never leave out the best in-laws in the world, Donald Sr.
and Genita Hunter! Words simply could not express how much your love, support, and delicious
meals every Sunday for so many years have meant to me. To one of my mentors, my oldest
sister, Dr. Delecia Lafrance, M.D., you set the bar super high chic! Your perseverance,

iii

brilliance, and exceptional performance in medical school and residency were a guiding light to
me during my studies in the doctoral program. Thanks to all other family (including church
family) and friends for your prayers and support! I love each of you very much.
And now to the best faculty and staff in all of LSU! Dr. Pamela A. Monroe, You are one
of the BEST!!! I cannot even put into words how meeting you have added so much to my life.
You’re a phenomenal leader, professor, mentor, sister, mother, and friend. May God bless you
dearly just for being you (an angel). And what can I say to the Stats Camp Grand Master, Dr.
James (Jim) Garand. You have such a unique ability to understand math and statistics and to
teach them in such a way that even babes can understand. Thanks for your patience and
humility. I am also grateful for the time and commitment of my other dissertation committee
member, Dr. Michelle Livermore as well as the dean’s representative, Dr. Kristen A. Gansle.
A very special thanks to the most knowledgeable and supportive professors that a
doctoral student could ask for including: Dr. Timothy Page, Dr. Michelle Livermore, Dr.
Younghee Lim, Dr. Juan Barthelemy, Dr. James Garand, Dr. Catherine Lemieux, Dr. Pamela
Monroe, and Dr. Elaine Maccio. You all ROCK! Dr. Cain, thank you for your support as well.
Your congratulations, warm smiles, and hugs were always appreciated. I am also extremely
grateful for my colleagues, Dr. Judith Rhodes, Dr. Jandel Crutchfield, and Dr. Xian Guin for
your support and for providing such great examples of brilliance and excellence in social science
research. You all were phenomenal!
Lastly, thanks to Brent Villemarette, Dr. Rhenda Hodnett, and other DCFS staff for
providing me with the National Youth in Transition and child welfare data. I am extremely
grateful for your kindness and pray that this research will help to inform policies and practice to
bolster educational outcomes for foster care youths and young adults who age out of foster care.

iv

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ........................................................................................................... iii
ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................. vii
CHAPTER
1 INTRODUCTION ...............................................................................................................1
Scope of the Problem ..................................................................................................1
Theoretical Frameworks .............................................................................................8
Contributions to the Knowledge Base ......................................................................12
Purpose of the Study .................................................................................................14
Research Objectives ..................................................................................................15
2 LITERATURE REVIEW ..................................................................................................24
Historical Overview ..................................................................................................24
Review of Literature .................................................................................................27
Demographic Predictors of Educational Attainment ................................................28
Systematic Risk Factors ............................................................................................30
Systematic Promotive Factors...................................................................................35
Implications of the Literature Review ......................................................................42
Definition of Key Terms ...........................................................................................44
3 METHODOLOGY .............................................................................................................46
Conceptual Framework .............................................................................................46
Purpose.................................................................................................................….46
Research Objectives ..................................................................................................46
Operationalization of Key Terms..............................................................................49
Research Design........................................................................................................58
Research Methods and Procedures ...........................................................................60
Confidentiality ..........................................................................................................61
Issues of Validity ......................................................................................................62
Data Analysis ............................................................................................................64
4 RESULTS ...........................................................................................................................71
Characteristics of Foster Youths ...............................................................................72
Characteristics of Young Adults ...............................................................................79
Bivariate Analyses of Interrelationships ...................................................................84
Multiple Regression Analysis .................................................................................101
Binary Logistic Regression Analysis ......................................................................108
Summary .................................................................................................................115
5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS ............................................................................122
Summary of the Study ............................................................................................122
Limitations of the Study .........................................................................................132
Merits of the Current Study ....................................................................................135
v

Conclusions.............................................................................................................137
Implications for Social Work Practice, Policy, and Child Welfare ........................139
Directions for Future Research ...............................................................................142
Summary .................................................................................................................143
REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................144
APPENDICES
A: DESCRIPTION OF VARIABLES ..................................................................................152
B: NATIONAL YOUTH IN TRANSTION SURVEY ........................................................153
C: DCFS DATA REQUEST LETTER .................................................................................167
D: DCFS DATA REQUEST APPROVAL EMAIL.............................................................168
E: APPLICATION FOR APPROVAL OF PROJECTS WHICH USE HUMAN
SUBJECTS .......................................................................................................................169
F: ACTION ON PROTOCOL APPROVAL REQUEST ....................................................170
VITA ............................................................................................................................................171

vi

ABSTRACT
Foster care youths and young adults who exit the foster care system achieve lower educational
attainment than other at-risk populations (Morris, 2007). The purpose of this explanatorydescriptive study was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among foster care youths and young
adults who exit the foster care system. The researcher conducted a secondary data analysis on
National Youth in Transition Data (NYTD) and child welfare administrative data collected by a
child welfare agency in the southern region of the United States. The survey participants in this
study consisted of a sample of 1,266 current foster care youths and 157 young adults who aged
out of care between the ages of 14 and 22. Bivariate analyses of interrelationships were
conducted to assess whether significant relationships exist between youths’ educational
attainment and a host of demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive variables.
Multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine the demographic, systematic risk, and
systematic promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment. Binary logistic
regression was also conducted to determine the factors that best predict likelihood of enrollment
in postsecondary education among young adults who age out of care. Findings from the
multivariate analyses revealed several variables as significant predictors of foster youths’ level of
educational attainment including: race, gender, placement with a certified relative, receipt of
postsecondary support, academic support, budgeting services, independent living needs
assessment, and special education services. Receipt of postsecondary support was the strongest
predictor of the higher educational attainment including enrollment in postsecondary education
among the foster youths and young adult subsample. Directions for future research and
implications for social work practice, policy, and child welfare administrators are discussed.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Scope of the Problem
Foster care youths are considered the most academically vulnerable youths in our nation
(Ferrell, 2004; Morris, 2007). The United States Department of Education [DOE] (2000)
reported that foster care youths drop out of high school at rates more than twice the rates of
youths from the general population. More specifically, national statistics revealed that between
37 and 64% of foster care youths do not complete high school (Cook, 1990, 1992; Courtney,
Piliavin, Grogan-Kaylor, & Nesmith, 2001). They are also less likely to enroll and succeed in
college or vocational training programs. Courtney et al. (2001) documented that fewer than 10%
of foster care youths or young adults who exit the system actually go on to attend college.
Research further indicated that even when these young adults do attend college, they are far less
likely than their peers to earn a degree (Osgood, Foster, & Courtney, 2010).
To date, numerous studies reported that foster care youths are at high risk for not
succeeding in their secondary and postsecondary education (Pecora, Williams, & Kessler, 2006;
Sullivan, Jones, & Mathiesen, 2010). Findings from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study
indicated that only 56 % of former foster care youth completed high school as compared to 82 %
of youth from the general population (Pecora et al., 2006). Emerson and Lovett (2003) found
that foster care youths had lower grade point averages and obtained significantly lower scores on
standardized achievement tests in the subject areas of reading and mathematics than did their
peers. Parrish et al. (2001), in their study of foster youths, revealed other areas of educational
deficits such as higher rates of absenteeism and disciplinary referrals. They also found that 75%
of foster youths in their sample performed below grade level and that more than 50% were
behind at least one grade level in school (Parrish et al., 2001). Additionally, in Blome’s (1997)
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comparison study of foster care youths’ high school experiences as compared to non-foster care
youths living with at least one parent, the foster care youths had higher rates of high school
dropout than non-foster care youths. Moreover, the foster care youths were significantly less
likely to obtain a General Education Development (GED) certificate and reported having more
discipline problems in school (Blome, 1997).
This study built upon previous research and investigated factors that best predicted higher
educational attainment among older foster care youths and young adults who aged out of the
foster care system. Additionally, predictors of enrollment in postsecondary education (college)
and vocational training programs were assessed specifically among the young adults who exited
the system. Demographic and systematic characteristics were provided for the young adults who
were enrolled in postsecondary educational institutions and compared to those who were not
enrolled in postsecondary institutions. Further, the bivariate relationships between higher
educational attainment (measured as whether or not the youth was on or above the expected
education level or below their expected education level according to their respective
chronological age) and several dichotomous variables including gender, race, type of placement,
length of stay in foster care (during one specific episode), number of placement moves, and
receipt of various educational related services that were paid for or provided by a child welfare
agency were examined.
The Foster Care System
During the 1850’s, there were nearly 30,000 homeless children in New York City, New
York (Mason, 1994). A model of the foster care system was initially created in both the United
States and United Kingdom in 1853 to protect vulnerable children from abuse and neglect. In
the U.S. in 1853, a New York minister and philanthropist named Charles Loring Brace created

2

the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) in an effort to provide safe and nurturing homes to orphans
and homeless children in New York and surrounding areas (Burrows & Wallace, 1999). CAS
was responsible for the “Orphan Train Movement” in which more than 150,000 at-risk children
were transported by train to live in new homes with pioneer families (Mason, 1994). Years
later, in 1935, Brace’s Orphan Train Movement developed into a more formal child welfare
system to better serve abused and neglected children (Mason, 1994). Today, the nation’s foster
care system serves over 800,000 children and youth every year that have been adjudicated by
the court as abused and neglected (United States Department of Health and Human Services
[DHHS] , 2009).
The term “foster” actually means the temporary care of a child (U.S. DHHS, 2009).
Children are court ordered into foster care for various reasons including validated cases of child
abuse or neglect, death or illness of a family member, or due to a child’s ungovernable behavior
(U.S. DHHS, 2009). Children also enter into foster care if a parent surrenders their parental
rights for personal reasons, which often occurs among young teenage mothers or among
mothers with severe substance abuse disorders. When children enter into the foster care system,
they are often placed with foster parents. The foster parents are certified and trained by the
child welfare provider to provide abused and neglected children with safe and stable care while
their biological parents receive the services necessary to rear their children in a safe and
nurturing home environment.
Children and youth in foster care remain in care for varying lengths of time and may exit
the system through being reunified with a parent, by custody being transferred to a relative or
non-fictive kin, or through adoption (Marcus, 1991). Although foster care is meant to be
temporary, many children stay in the foster care system longer than expected for various
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reasons; mainly, their parents failing to receive the services needed for their children to be
returned to a safe and nurturing home environment (Zill, 2011). In a majority of these cases,
parents’ rights are terminated and children are made legally available for adoption (Zill, 2011).
Researchers found that children who are adopted are 22% more likely to complete high school
and two times more likely to obtain gainful employment (Hansen, 2006; Lloyd & Barth, 2011).
In 1997, the Adoption and Safe Families Act was implemented to increase the number of
adoptions among children in the foster care system through decreasing the timeframe for parents
to work towards reunification (ASFA, P.L. 105-89). However, researchers documented in a
study of youth who age out of foster care that adoption is a rare outcome and a large majority of
youths spend long periods of time in foster care (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006).
Foster Care Youths
The U.S. DHHS (2009) documented that as of September 2008, there were 463,000
children and youths in the nation’s foster care system. Older foster youths between the ages of
13 and 18 are the largest subpopulation, representing between 30 and 40 % of the children in the
system (U.S. DHHS, 2009). As noted earlier, an overwhelming majority of these older foster
care youths have lower levels of educational attainment and increasingly higher rates of
homelessness and crime than the general population (Ferrell, 2004; Orthner et al., 2010). For
example, findings from the Midwest Study of young adults who aged out of foster care revealed
that only 6% earned a two or four year degree compared to 30% of the nationally representative
sample (Osgood et al., 2010). Other studies suggested that fewer than 20% of foster youths take
college preparatory classes and only 20% of college-eligible foster care youths go on to attend
college (Casey Family Programs [CFP], 2006). Findings from the Northwest Foster Care
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Alumni Study, using a sample of 659 former foster care youths, indicated that only 1.8 %
received a bachelors’ degree from a post-secondary institution (Pecora et al., 2006).
Barriers to Educational Success
Bosworth (2008) noted that personal economic success is significantly related to an
individual’s postsecondary educational attainment. Yet, researchers have discovered that a large
majority of foster care youths struggle to complete high school and have little hope of
succeeding in post-secondary education (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; Ferrell, 2004; Morris,
2007). Many of these youths in the foster care system face a myriad of challenges in their lives
which directly affect their educational experiences and limit their educational attainment. To
date, several researchers have documented that foster care children and youths experience
numerous emotional and maladaptive behaviors as a result of the abuse and neglect that they
have encountered (Kaplan, Skolnik, & Turnbull, 2009; Marcus, 1991). Berzin (2008) mentioned
the negative impact of parental loss and lack of family support on foster care youths outcomes,
specifically during their transition to adulthood. Other researchers noted that a large majority of
foster youths have limited social supports, unhealthy relationships with their foster parents or
caregivers, multiple placement disruptions, and frequent changes in schools (Benedict, Zurivan,
& Stallings, 1996; Sullivan et al., 2010). The U.S. DHHS (2007) documented that, on average,
foster care youths are placed in a new home or facility once every six months. Additionally,
Stone (2007) suggested that a lack of special education services and high rates of grade retention
greatly contribute to school dropout and low educational attainment for a vast majority of foster
youths.
According to Zetlin, Weinberg, and Shea (2006), foster care youths often experience
aggressive, attention-seeking, and withdrawn behaviors, along with other emotional disabilities
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that also increase their risks of high school dropout. Studies revealed that children in foster care
are at greater risks of experiencing higher rates of physical and mental diseases (Mech, 1994). In
addition, they are at increased risks for eating disorders and obesity (U.S. DHHS, 2009).
Researchers have also linked children in foster care with high levels of the stress hormone,
cortisol, which may impair cognitive performance (Fisher, Gunnar, Dozier, Bruce, & Pears,
2006). The Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study of young adults formerly in foster care in
states such as Oregon and Washington found 10 % higher incidences of depression and 21 %
greater incidences of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) among their sample than young
adults from the general population (Pecora et al., 2006). It is evident that these mental and
physical limitations play a major role in the poor educational achievements of foster care youth.
Qualitative researchers have documented systematic factors which impede the
educational success of foster youths which include: lack of interagency collaboration and
coordination of services, frequent changes in foster care workers, placement instability, and lack
of basic skills and training (Morris, 2007; Zetlin et al., 2006). In one study, youths reported not
knowing how to drive, needing a driver’s license, and lacking skills such as laundry and
homemaking (Morris, 2007). Findings from another study highlighted the lack of accountability
and monitoring of the foster youths’ educational progress among both child welfare workers and
educators (Zetlin et. al, 2006). This is often observed in child welfare agencies that have high
turnover rates and child welfare workers with high caseloads.
Transitions from Foster Care to Adulthood
Despite the myriad of challenges and poor educational attainment among many foster
care youths, a large majority exit the foster care system at age 18 and struggle to achieve
independence and economic stability in their adult lives (Ferrell, 2004; Morris, 2007). Every
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year, approximately 20,000 youth “age out” or exit the foster care system at age 18 without a
permanent family or place to call home (U.S. DHHS, 2009). Aging out of the foster care system
refers to the youth who, upon reaching the age of majority at 18 years, are no longer eligible to
continue in the care of a child welfare agency, according to federal legislation, unless they
participate in what is known as the Young Adult Program (YAP) until age 21.
The foster care youths or young adults who age out of the system often have poor
educational experiences along with a host of other negative outcomes in their adult lives.
Researchers documented that many of the youths who failed to complete high school or obtain a
GED are at high risks of unemployment and incarceration (Ayasse, 1995; Courtney & Dworsky,
2006; Morris, 2007). One study revealed that 27 % of males and 10% of females who age out of
the foster care system are incarcerated within 18 months (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). Zill
(2011) documented that during the year 2004, there were over 190,000 federal and state
prisoners who had a history of being in foster care. Morris (2007) estimated that 45 % of foster
care youth who age out became homeless within a year. Much of the poverty and homelessness
experienced by this vulnerable population is a direct result of their limited social supports and
low educational attainment (Morris, 2007; Murnane, Willett, & Boudett, 1995).
Researchers have documented that higher educational attainment and success in
postsecondary education is positively correlated to higher salaries, better employee benefits, and
gainful employment (Greiner, 2007). Day and Newburger (2002) explored the relationship
between educational attainment and employment earnings and found that earnings increased with
educational level, with average annual earnings ranging from $18,900 for high school dropouts,
$25,900 for high school graduates, $45,400 for college graduates, and $99,300 for workers with
professional degrees. Students who do not complete high school or obtain a GED equivalent
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have lower earnings and often pose substantial costs to our society (Rouse, 2005). For example,
Rouse (2005) noted that youth who dropout of high school earn approximately $260,000 less
than youths with high school diplomas over the course of a lifetime. Furthermore, it is estimated
that individuals who drop out of high school eventually use billions of taxpayer dollars through
governmental assistance programs and high costs of incarceration (Rouse, 2005).
Theoretical Frameworks
Over the last several decades, some social science researchers investigated the
educational crisis of foster care youths through Social Capital and Ecological Systems theoretical
lenses. Research with a Social Capital framework placed emphasis on the role of foster youths’
family supports, mentors, social networks, and influential relationships in their educational
attainment. Similarly, the Ecological Systems theorists focused more on the role of a youths’
systematic interaction between their home and environment or other systems in their educational
success or failure (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). However, both theories are interrelated and provide
plausible explanations for the plight of foster care youths in their educational endeavors.
Social Capital Theory
Social Capital Theory has been used by social scientists for decades to frame their
research. Sociologists first began to use the term “social capital” in the early 1900’s (Putnam,
2000). However, it was not until several decades later that researchers from various disciplines
embraced the term “social capital” and began to frame their research through this theoretical
lens. Key pioneer theorists credited for developing social capital theory include sociologists
Pierre Bourdeiu and James Coleman (Bourdeiu, 1986; Coleman, 1987, 1988).
Over the years, the term “social capital” has been conceptualized differently among
theorists. Bourdieu (1986), a major contributor, defined social capital as a powerful resource
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that can benefit or hinder individuals, as well as, help to promote them into influential positions
through their social connections. He further offered five dimensions to describe social capital
which included: trust, social norms and rules, networks, reciprocity, and personal efficacy
(Bourdieu, 1986). Individuals who possess these qualities are more likely to succeed in higher
educational institutions and the labor force (Bourdieu, 1986; Murnane et al., 1995). Bourdieu
(1986) documented that, “it is not what you know, but who you know.” Coleman (1988)
expanded the definition of social capital to include the quality of a relationship between parents
and their child. He placed more emphasis on the amount of time, energy, and resources
biological or foster parents invest in their child (Coleman, 1988). Putnam (2000) later expanded
on Coleman’s definition and defined social capital as the personal resources that individuals
possess and utilize to enhance their opportunities in life and create pathways to success.
To date, research has explored individuals’ academic success and failures from a social
capital perspective. Crowder and South (2003) used social capital theory to explore the role of
neighborhood-related environmental stressors on high school dropout among youths. They noted
that adolescents who have positive relationships with teachers and other adults other than their
parents have better success in high school (Crowder & South, 2003). Abada and Tenkorang
(2009) explored the role of parental social capital in young adults’ pursuit of postsecondary
education. They also found that young adults who belonged to families with large support
systems completed postsecondary education at rates far higher than those young adults without
supports. To date, Rosenfeld and Richmen (2003) are the only known researchers to study the
association of social supports and educational outcomes among foster care youths through a
social capital lens. They measured the perceived social supports of the youths and found that
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youths in foster care who were academically at risk reported having fewer social supports than
other middle school youths (Rosenfeld & Richmen, 2003).
Social capital plays a vital role for foster care youths in educational settings. Youths fare
better in their educational outcomes if they have close and meaningful relationships with their
teachers and other school administrators. However, it is well documented that youths in the
foster care system have limited social capital and family supports (Murnane et al., 1995; Osgood
et al., 2010). A large majority of foster care youths have little to no contact with their biological
parents, poor relationships with family members and foster parents, and lack mentors (Marcus,
1991). Even when parents and family members are involved, they are often unable to provide
any financial or emotional support to the foster youth. Some foster youths also lack the
educational support of their foster parents. Findings from previous research suggested that foster
parents spend more time addressing the youths’ behavioral issues instead of attending to their
educational needs (Zetlin & Weinberg, 2004).
Foster care youths are also highly mobile which causes frequent changes in schools often
making it difficult to establish and maintain influential relationships among teachers and peers.
Foster youths’ high mobility also makes it very difficult for them to commit to church and social
organizations. Putman (2000) noted that youths affiliated with church groups and social
organizations have higher social capital thus, increasing their opportunities for success in
secondary and postsecondary education. Although social capital theory has rarely been
explicitly used in the context of the foster care youths, it is evident in research from related
disciplines that the theory provides a plausible explanation for low levels of educational
attainment among at risk youths. Often, many foster youths and those that age out lack familial
and social supports needed to transition into adulthood and succeed in their postsecondary
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educational endeavors. This current study examined this phenomenon through social capital and
ecological systems theory underpinnings.
Ecological Systems Theory
The ecological theory is also relevant in the context of the poor educational attainment of
older foster care youths. This theory postulates that personal growth and development is
influenced by the systematic relationships and interactions between people and their environment
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Bronfenbrenner (1986) noted that individual’s socioeconomic status,
neighborhood, church affiliation, familial structure, roles and norms, and even classroom
environment each plays a role in their social and educational development. For example, low
income families living in impoverished communities often experience higher rates of crime,
incarceration, and school failure than more affluent families (Rouse, 2005). Current and past
research suggests that a large majority of foster care youths are victims of abuse or neglect and
are often removed from poor neighborhoods with sometimes deplorable living conditions
(Crowder & South, 2003). These youths are then placed in foster or group homes where they
may not get the personal attention and educational support needed (Bruce, Naccarato, Hopson,
Morrelli, 2010). Findings from one study revealed that some foster youths received poor
treatment and negative attitudes from their foster parents (Morris, 2007). Foster youths also
reported that their particular foster parents were more interested in financial gain than the welfare
of the children (Morris, 2007). The school environment and classroom is another system in
which foster youths experience difficulty. At school, foster care youths often feel ostracized in
the classroom because of their poor academic performance and often have negative school
experiences including high rates of school absences, fights, suspensions, and grade retention
(Blome, 1997; Mcmillen & Tucker, 1999; Reilly, 2003).
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Although no known researchers have used this theory to specifically explain the
educational challenges of foster care youths, they have studied academic deficits of at-risk
youths from an ecological systems perspective. Jozefowics-Simbeni (2008) explored the role of
school social workers among at-risk middle school students in a dropout prevention program
from an ecological perspective. The researcher emphasized the role of the school environment,
peers groups, and role models in influencing the youths’ attitudes and behaviors (JozefowicsSimbeni, 2008). Ecological systems theorists would highlight the impact of the negative home
environment in which the youths were removed, the poverty of their parents, the multiple
placement moves, and the poor attachments to foster parents to explain foster youths poor
educational outcomes (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). This theory has relevance among foster youths
as does the social capital theory. Child welfare agencies often attempt to place foster youths in
environments where their basic physical, emotional, and educational needs can be met in a safe
environment. However, researchers document the difficulties in establishing and maintaining
permanent connections and mentors for youths in foster care (Ferrell, 2004; Morris, 2007;
Rosenfeld & Richmen, 2003). The purpose of this study was to investigate the factors that best
predicted higher educational attainment among foster care youths and young adults who age out
of the system using an ecological systems theory and social capital theoretical framework.
Contributions to the Knowledge Base
Presently, there is a dearth of research that specifically examines factors that are
significantly associated with the educational attainment of foster care youths. The purpose of
this dissertation research was to explore factors that best predicted higher educational attainment
of foster care youths and young adults who age out of the foster care system. Furthermore, the
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researcher explored the interrelationships and whether or not significant differences existed
between gender, race, and other systematic factors and the educational attainment of the foster
care youths.
This research built upon previous studies and contributes to the current knowledge base
in several ways. In February 2008, the Administration of Children and Families (ACF)
established the National Youth in Transition Database (NYTD) and required states to track and
report the outcomes of foster care youths to the federal government (P.L. 106-169) through
administering a NYTD survey (see Appendix B). These data collected by public child welfare
agencies from the NYTD survey are relevant and may help researchers and policymakers assess
the effectiveness of independent living services as well as youths’ preparedness for selfsufficiency in adulthood. However, to date, no researchers have published findings on the
demographic characteristics of foster youths using the NYTD data. This current study analyzed
specific variables from the newly collected NYTD data to provide substantive information on
variables that were not otherwise collected on foster care youths prior to the federal mandates of
P.L. 106-169.
Secondly, this research specifically focused on higher educational attainment as an
outcome variable and operationalized this specific variable differently from previous studies.
Previous researchers explored educational aspirations, educational experiences, academic
achievement, and educational attainment of foster care youths (Blome, 1997; Reilly, 2003; Shin,
2003). Educational attainment was operationalized as a nominal variable in several of the
exploratory-descriptive studies and did not include research designs in which relational
statements could be made. Additionally, this research contributes to the current knowledge base
through its use of a more rigorous relational research design which was rarely used in previous
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studies. The relational research design allows the researcher to make statements about
predictions, associations, and the strength of relationships among variables (Rubin & Babbie,
2005). Findings from this present study can be used to inform federal and state policymakers
about factors that best predict high school completion and postsecondary enrollment of foster
care youths. As policymakers gain knowledge and understanding of these demographic and
systematic factors associated with higher educational attainment among foster care youths, they
can create more effective policies and programs to better support the educational outcomes of
foster care youths and young adults who age out of the foster care system.
Lastly, this research informs child welfare administrators, staff, educators, and schoolbased social workers of specific areas that are closely related to foster youths’ educational
outcomes and postsecondary enrollment. As a result, child welfare administrators can more
effectively advocate for changes in agency policies and practices directly associated with the
youths’ educational attainment. Moreover, administrators can ensure adequate training of front
line staff in implementing education related policies and in provision of services to bolster
educational outcomes. Findings from this present study provide information to educators and
school-based social workers that they may better understand the educational needs of foster care
youths.
Purpose of the Study
A large majority of foster care youths achieve low levels of educational attainment,
do not complete high school, and fail to matriculate into a postsecondary institution (Ferrell,
2004; Morris, 2007). The purpose of this current study was to investigate the demographic,
systematic risk, and systematic promotive characteristics that best predicted higher educational
attainment among foster care youths and young adults who age out of the foster care system.
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The researcher obtained and conducted a secondary data analysis on existing child welfare
administrative data and NYTD data for 1,423 foster care youths and young adults who aged out
of the system.
This dissertation research determined factors that were significantly related to foster
youths’ educational attainment. Several demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
factors were included in a binary logistic regression model and a multiple regression model to
determine the variables best predicted higher educational attainment and the likelihood of
enrollment in postsecondary education. Moreover, significant results from cross tabulations and
chi-square analysis are reported along with other relevant univariate, descriptive statistics.
Research Objectives
This explanatory-descriptive study used a cross-sectional, relational research design to
systematically address five objectives. Table 1 provides a list of the variables investigated in this
study and their level of measurement. Table 2 provides a summary of the objectives, variables,
and type of statistical analyses used to address each objective. Additional information about the
variables used in the study can be found in Appendix A.
Table 1. Variables of Interest and Level of Measurement
Variables

Level of Measurement

Demographic
1. Age

ratio

2. Race
Black
White
Hispanic
Other race
(includes Asian, Hawaiian, American Indian)
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nominal

(Table 1. continued)
Variables

Level of Measurement

3. Gender
Male
Female

nominal (binary)

4. Educational Attainment
Highest grade completed
Proportion of expected education completed
On or above expected education level

ratio
ratio
nominal (binary)

Systematic Risk Factors
5. Length of stay in care (months)

ratio

6. Special education services

nominal (binary)

7. Type of maltreatment
Neglect
Physical abuse
Sexual abuse

nominal

8. Type of Placement
non-certified relative
certified relative
certified non-relative foster home
detention
group home
residential facility
psychiatric facility

nominal

9. Number of placement moves

ratio

10. Delinquent

nominal (binary)

Systematic Promotive Factors
1. Academic supportive services

nominal (binary)

2. Career preparation services

nominal (binary)

3. Postsecondary supportive services

nominal (binary)
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(Table 1. continued)
4. Employment/vocational training

nominal (binary)

5. Budgeting program

nominal (binary)

6. Supervised housing

nominal (binary)

7. Independent living needs assessment

nominal (binary)

8. Mentoring

nominal (binary)

9. Participation in YAP

nominal (binary)

Table 2. Summary of Research Objectives
Objectives
Objective 1
n=1266
Ages 14-17

Variables
Demographic
1. Age
2. Race
3. Gender
4. Educational Attainment
Systematic Risk Factors
5. Length of stay in care
6. Type of maltreatment
7. Type of placement
8. Number of placement
moves
9. Special education services
Systematic Promotive Factors
10. Academic support
11. Career preparation
12. Postsecondary support
13. Employment/vocational
training
14. Budgeting program
15. Mentoring
16. Participation in YAP
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Statistical Analysis
Descriptives

(Table 2. continued)
Objectives

Variables

Statistical Analysis

Objective 2
n= 157
Ages 18 - 22

Demographic
1. Age
2. Race
3. Gender
4. Education Level
a. Highest grade
completed
b. Proportion completed

Descriptives

Systematic Risk Factor
5. Delinquent
Systematic Promotive Factors
6. Supervised housing
7. Independent living needs
assessment
8. Academic support
9. Career preparation
10. Postsecondary support
11. Employment/vocational
training
12. Budgeting program
13. Mentoring

Objective 3a
n=1266

D.V.- Educational Attainment
Independent variables
1. Gender
2. Race
3. Participation in YAP
4. Type of placement
5. Type of maltreatment
6. Length of Stay in care
7. Number of Placement moves
8. Mentoring
9. Special education
10. Postsecondary Support
11. Academic support
12. Employment/vocational
training
18

Cross-tabulations
Chi-Square

(Table 2. continued)
Objectives

Objective 3b
n=157

Variables

D.V. Enrollment in Postsecondary

Statistical Analysis

Cross-tabulations
Chi-Square

Independent variables
1. Race
2. Gender
3. Delinquent
4. Academic support
5. Career preparation
6. Postsecondary support
7. Employment/vocational
training
8. Supervised housing
9. Independent living needs
assessment
10. Budgeting program

Objective 4
n=1,266

Dependent Variable
1. Educational Attainment
Independent Variables:
1. Race
2. Gender
3. Length of stay in care
4. Type of maltreatment
5. Type of placement
6. Number of placement
moves
7. Special education services
8. Academic support
9. Career preparation
10. Postsecondary support
11. Employment/vocational
training
12. Budgeting program
13. Mentoring
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Multiple Regression

(Table 2. continued)
Objectives

Objective 5
n=157

Variables

D.V. Enrollment in Postsecondary

Statistical Analysis

Binary Logistic
Regression

Independent variables
1. White
2. Hispanic
3. Other race
4. Gender
5. Delinquent
6. Academic support
7. Career preparation
8. Postsecondary support
9. Employment/vocational
training
10. Supervised housing
11. Independent living needs
assessment
12. Budgeting program
13. Participation in YAP
14. Mentoring

Objective 1
Objective 1 was to describe the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics of 1,266 youths between the ages of 14 through 17 who were in the foster care
system at the time of the interview. Descriptive statistics for variables such as race, gender, age,
educational attainment, length of stay in foster care, number of placement moves, type of
placement (group homes, foster home, non-certified relative, certified relative, detention,
residential facility, psychiatric facility), and type of maltreatment (neglect, physical abuse, sexual
abuse, other) was provided. Additionally, univariate statistics summarized systematic
characteristics on whether or not the youths received services that were either paid for or
provided by a child welfare agency including: special education, YAP services (supervised
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independent living housing, board payment, tuition payments, etc.), academic supportive
services (counseling, GED preparation, tutoring, etc.), mentoring (connecting the youth to an
adult for supportive relationships), postsecondary supportive services (services to help youth
enter and complete postsecondary education), budgeting program (services to help build youths’
financial management skills), and employment or vocational training services (services to build
youths’ skills for a vocation, trade, or career), career preparation (services to help youths’ enter
and retain employment).
Objective 2
Objective 2 was to describe the demographic, systematic risks, and systematic
promotive characteristics of a subsample of 157 young adults between the ages of 18 and 22 who
aged out of foster care. Descriptive statistics on variables including race, gender, age,
educational attainment, length of stay in foster care, number of placement moves, type of
placement, and type of maltreatment were provided. Univariate statistics also described
characteristics on whether or not the youths received services that were either paid for or
provided by a child welfare agency including: special education, YAP services, academic
supportive services, mentoring , postsecondary supportive services, budgeting program, and
employment or vocational training services, career preparation.
Objective 3
Objective 3 was to explore significant interrelations among educational attainment
(measured as a binary level variable) and several binary variables including race, gender, and
other systematic factors using appropriate statistics such as cross tabulations and chi-square
analysis. Objective 3A used cross tabs and chi-square analysis to explore relationships between
the above mentioned variables using data from the sample of 1,266 youths who were in foster
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care at the time of the interview. For objective 3a, educational attainment was measured as a
binary variable coded as 0 if youth was below their expected level of education according to their
respective chronological age or 1 if youth was on or above their expected level of education
according to their respective chronological age). Objective 3b used cross tabs and chi-square
analysis to explore relationships between variables using data from the subsample of 157 young
adults who aged out of foster care. For objective 3b, educational attainment was defined as
enrollment in postsecondary education. It was operationalized as a binary variable and was
coded as 0 if the youth was enrolled in postsecondary or 1 if the youth was not enrolled in
postsecondary education.
Objective 4
Objective 4 was to investigate associations and determine the demographic, systematic
risk, and systematic promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among
1,266 foster care youths. A multiple regression analysis was conducted to investigate the
influence of a model of 25 independent variables on youths’ educational attainment. Educational
attainment was defined as the proportion of education a youth completed as expected according
to their age. The variable was measured as a continuous level variable that ranged from 0 to 1
(some youths who were enrolled in postsecondary had a numerical score of 1.3). The
independent variables included in the regression model were: race, gender, length of stay in
foster care, type of maltreatment (neglect, physical abuse, or sexual abuse), type of placement
(non-certified relative, certified relative, foster home, group home, emergency shelter, residential
facility, psychiatric facility, or detention) , receipt of special education, academic support
services, postsecondary education support services, career preparation, budgeting, mentoring,
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and employment and vocational training services. Descriptions of the factors that predict higher
educational attainment among foster care youths were provided.
Objective 5
Objective 5 was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that best predicted the probability of enrollment in postsecondary education
among 157 young adults who aged out of the foster care system. Inferential statistics such as
binary logistic regression were used to predict the likelihood of their enrollment in postsecondary
education.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
First, this chapter provides a historical overview of the efforts of federal policymakers to
address the educational crisis of foster care youths. Next, the researcher includes a detailed
review of the substantive literature and empirical research surrounding demographic, systematic
risk, and systematic promotive factors associated with foster care youths’ educational attainment.
In addition, some state level interventions and programmatic efforts are described. Lastly,
implications from the literature review, gaps in the literature, and definitions of key terms are
discussed.
Historical Overview
For decades, the poor educational outcomes of young adults who age out of the foster
care system caught the intellectual interest of many federal and state policymakers.
Policymakers made several attempts to address this phenomenon at the macro-level through
creation and changes in federal legislation. In 1935, in an effort to improve the child welfare
system, U.S. legislators enacted the Social Security Act 1935. This Act enabled the U.S.
Children's Bureau to better support state and local government child welfare services by
authorizing $1.5 million for distribution to state child welfare systems. After passage of this
legislation, foster care youth received very little attention and it was almost 30 years later that
Congress again began to take notice of the plight of youth in the child welfare system.
In 1961, Congress amended Section 408(a) of the Social Security Act to create a federal
program providing financial support to states, known as the Aid to Families with Dependent
Children Foster Care Program (AFDC-FC). Under this law, the federal government was
required to give states funding which matched the costs they spent on foster care systems.
Further addressing the needs of foster youths, in 1962, Congress amended the Social Security
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Act's child welfare provisions (Title V). This was the federal government’s first effort to address
quality of care for children removed from their homes. The federal government now required
states when possible to place children in licensed foster-family homes or nonprofit private, and
licensed, child-care institutions (group homes). This law also enhanced authorized funding for
state child-welfare services giving them $30 million for the 1962-63 fiscal year and a raise in
funding levels thereafter as high as $50 million by year 1968-69.
It was not until the 1980’s that researchers began to study and have evidence to support
findings of the negative educational outcomes of young adults who aged out of the system. This
new evidence documented low levels of educational attainment and again moved policymakers
to action. In 1986, Congress passed the Independent Living Initiative (Public Law 99-272) to
give all 50 states more financial support and flexibility in implementing programs to help foster
children transition into adulthood. Public Law 99-272 enabled foster care youths to receive the
following opportunities: (a) to seek a high school diploma or its equivalent, (b) to take part in
appropriate vocational training, (c) obtain training in daily living skills, budgeting, locating and
maintaining housing, and career planning, (d) for individual and group counseling, and (e) to
provide each participant a written transitional independent-living plan based on an assessment of
his needs and incorporated into his case plan. In 1990, this legislation was amended to extend
services to foster care youth after they exit the system until they reach age 21.
As part of the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993, the Independent Living
Initiative was permanently authorized giving each state $70 million per year to provide youth
ages 16 and older with opportunities to obtain high school diplomas or equivalent degrees,
employment readiness and training, and training in daily living skills (P.L. 103-66). A few years
later, Congress passed the Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 to provide additional federal

25

support of $140 million to states for additional independent living programs. As a result of this
legislation, the John H. Chafee Foster Care Independence Program, commonly known as the
Chafee Act, was launched (P.L. 106-169) to improve outcomes of youth that age out of foster
care by helping them become self-sufficient in their adult lives (Morris, 2007).
Since the passage of the Chafee Foster Care Independence Act of 1999 (P.L. 106-169),
over 228,000 academically vulnerable foster care youths continued to age out of the foster care
system, representing a 64 % increase over the last ten years (U.S. DHHS, 2009). However,
policymakers continued to respond to the need. In 2001, Congress passed the Promoting Safe &
Stable Families Amendment (P.L. 107-133) that added the Education and Training Voucher
(ETV) Program to the Foster Care Independence Act. Presently, states can use their ETV funds
to provide current and former foster care youths with up to $5,000 per year for post-secondary
training and education.
Despite the many efforts to produce better educational outcomes for young adults who
left the system, this population of young adults continued to struggle in their educational
attainment. The most recent efforts of policymakers was in 2008 when Congress passed Public
Law 110-351 the Fostering Connections to Success and Increasing Adoptions Act which
amended Sections B and E of Title IV of the Social Security Act of 1935. This federal
legislation, noted as being the most important contributing factor to child welfare reform,
provides states with the option to extend foster care and adoption assistance programs to any
child up to age 21 if the individual meets one of the following five credentials: (a) completing
secondary education or earning an equivalent credential, (b) enrolled in an institution that
provides post-secondary or vocational education, (c) participating in a program to promote or
remove barriers to employment, (d) employed for at least 80 hours per month, or (e) incapable of
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doing these activities due to a medical condition (Green, 2009). The law also permits Child
Welfare Agencies to designate the youth as his or her own payee. The United States General
Accounting Office [GAO], 1999 stated that because of a lack of evaluation and governmental
reports on outcomes of these policies, the effectiveness of these laws among these young adults
were unknown. Moreover, there are no known empirical studies that explore the impact of these
policies on the outcomes of this vulnerable population of youths.
Review of Literature
The low levels of educational attainment among foster care youths in our nation are of
great concern (Orthner et al., 2010). Over the last several decades, there has been an increase in
empirical studies in the area of foster care youths. Researchers have utilized fixed and flexible
methods to explore the educational experiences and other associated variables among this group.
Zetlin et al. (2006) explored the academic challenges and school failure of foster care youths
through grounded theory qualitative methodology. The researchers noted that foster care youths
often exhibit aggressive, attention-seeking, and withdrawn behaviors, along with other emotional
disabilities, which increase their risk of high school dropout (Zetlin et al., 2006). Moreover, they
also documented that foster youths’ behaviors often lead to grade retention, placement below
age-appropriate grade levels, or placement in special education (Zetlin et al., 2006).
Researchers have identified numerous individual and psychosocial risk factors that
thwart the educational attainment of youth in the foster care system. Several researchers found
that lower educational attainment was more prevalent among certain at-risk and vulnerable
populations including foster care youths, youth with disabilities, ethnic minorities, and those
from low-income families (Courtney et al., 2001; Herr, 1997; Rumberger, 1987; Sullivan et al.,
2010). Other demographic factors that are relevant to foster care youths and their educational
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attainment include their race and gender. On the contrary, there also exist promotive factors that
encourage higher educational attainment among these vulnerable populations of youths such as
supportive services provided by the child welfare agency as well as other state level
programmatic interventions.
Demographic Predictors of Educational Attainment
Race
The race and ethnicity of young adults who exit the foster care system has long been
identified as a key demographic variable of interest (Osgood et al., 2010; Rosenfeld & Richman,
2003). Generally, non-Hispanic blacks who exit the foster care system had poorer outcomes than
those of other ethnicities in the general U.S. population (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). The U.S.
DOE (2000) reported lower high school completion rates among Hispanic young adults than
Black or White young adults (at 64%, 84%, and 92% respectively). Rosenfeld and Richman
(2003) investigated the association between social supports and educational outcomes among a
random sample of 403 middle school students in foster care. One of the researchers’ findings
indicated that school failure has a greater effect on ethnic minorities in the foster care system
than on foster youths not in ethnic minority populations (Rosenfeld & Richmen, 2003). Ou and
Reynolds (2008) built upon previous research and explored predictors of educational attainment
among a random sample of 1,286 high risk youth and found that race (Black, b = -.470, p < .05)
was significantly associated with years of completed education. Other researchers have also
documented that African American males are more likely to be expelled from school and have a
higher number of suspensions (Meier, Stewart, & England, 1989). Crowder and South (2003)
utilized a Social Capital Theory approach to assess the association of neighborhood distress on
educational attainment among African Americans versus Caucasians. Results of their study
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further revealed that the effect of neighborhood distress on high school completion is particularly
pronounced among black adolescents from single-parent households and among white
adolescents from low-income families (Crowder & South, 2003).
Gender
A large body of research has consistently found gender to be a significant factor in
youths’ educational attainment. Numerous researchers have documented that males drop out of
high school at rates much higher than females (Alexander, Entwisle, & Horsey, 1997; Ekstrom,
Goertz, Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Rosenthal, 1998). Courtney and Dworsky (2006) employed a
survey research design to study the well-being of 603 young adults who aged out of the foster
care system. The researchers’ specifically documented that the female participants in their study
outnumbered the males (Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). The findings of the study also revealed
that females were more likely to report receiving educational and supportive services including
assistance with college applications, résumé-writing workshops, and budgeting training
(Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). Other researchers explored the association among gender and
educational attainment using a fixed method, survey research design and found that teen-parent
status was negatively associated with high school completion for females, but was positively
associated with high school completion for males (Ou & Reynolds, 2008). McMillen,
Auslander, Elze, White, and Thompson (2003) also implemented cross-sectional, correlational
studies to assess predictors of higher educational attainment and independent living among a
random sample of 262 youths ages 15 to 19 that were referred to an independent living program.
Some of the findings from the study revealed that females had significantly higher educational
aspirations than males (McMillen et al., 2003). Additionally, other research also provided

29

evidence that a significantly higher number of female foster care youths obtained their high
school diplomas and attended college than did the male foster care youths (Pecora et al., 2006).
Systematic Risk Factors
Length of Stay in Foster Care
Researchers have consistently documented that youth in the foster care system and
young adults who spent a considerable amount of time in the system often score poorly on
standardized tests, have below level academic performance, and have little to no hope in
succeeding in postsecondary education. Bonnice (2002) conducted an international pilot study
for St. Luke's Children, Youth, and Family Services on youth who age out of foster care and
noted that these youth are among one of the most vulnerable and disadvantaged groups in
society. The study revealed a significant correlation between homelessness and spending time in
the foster care. Benedict et al. (1996) conducted a two phase case comparison study that
matched a group of youth who resided in kinship care and non-relative care with a group who
never spent time in care (N = 423 cases; N = 284 case comparisons). The findings revealed that
foster care youths who aged out of the system completed fewer years of school, had a lower
standard of living, were less likely to be employed and more likely to be homeless than youth
who never spent time in foster care (Benedict et al., 1996). The above mentioned studies implied
that the longer children are in foster care, the greater risks they face for poorer outcomes in their
adult lives.
Types of Maltreatment
Each year, over 3 million reports of child abuse and neglect are made to child welfare
agencies in the United States (U.S. DHHS, 2009). Children are court ordered to enter into foster
care for four main reasons which include: validated cases of physical abuse, neglect, sexual
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abuse, or emotional abuse. Although each state may define child abuse and neglect differently,
the Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) (P.L. 93-247) defines abuse as a recent
incident by which a parent acted or failed to act on behalf of a child that resulted in death, serious
physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation of the child (CAPTA, 2011). More
specifically, physical abuse refers to physical acts or threats of harm that result in physical injury
to a child (CAPTA, 2011). Similarly, sexual abuse refers to a child’s involvement in sexual
activity with a perpetrator for the purposes of sexual gratification and financial gains (CAPTA,
2011). Emotional abuse includes acts such as name calling, blaming, and various threats of
harm. Neglect, however, is defined as an act or failure to act by a parent of caretaker that may
pose a serious risk of harm to a child or group of children (CAPTA, 2011). Furthermore, neglect
refers to incidences by which parents refuse to supervise children, or provide them with the basic
necessities such as food, clothing, and shelter (CAPTA, 2011). Other secondary reasons that
children may enter into care are because of the death or illness of a family member, due to a
child’s ungovernable behavior, or due to a parent surrendering their parental rights of their
children for personal reasons (CAPTA, 2011).
Several researchers have documented significant differences in physical and behavioral
outcomes of foster care youths as a result of the type of maltreatment that lead them into foster
care. McMillen and Tucker (1999) conducted a study that investigated the association between
foster care youths’ maltreatment history (reason they entered into care and other incidences of
abuse and neglect), drug use, and negative behavior and their educational experiences and
aspirations. The researchers found that higher occurrences of child physical abuse were
associated with school grade repeat. Wodarski, Kurtz, Gaudin, and Howing (1990) evaluated the
emotional, academic, and adaptive functioning of a sample of 139 school-aged children and
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adolescents who were physically abused or neglected. Their findings revealed that children who
were physically abused showed severe educational deficits and emotional problems (Wodarski et
al., 1990). Moreover, children who experienced neglect had lower test scores and higher
numbers of school absences (Wodarski et al., 1990). Other researchers employed a quasiexperimental design to explore differences in outcomes among physically abused children (N=
31) versus neglected children (N=79) (Marquis, Leschied, Chiodo, & O'Neill, 2008). The
researchers found significant associations among cases of neglect and higher episodes of re-entry
into foster care and exposure to domestic violence. On the contrary, foster care youths who were
physically abused were more likely to be depressed and exhibit significantly higher incidences of
hyperactivity and conduct-related concerns (Marquis, Leschied, Chiodo, & O'Neill, 2008).
Number of placement moves
Frequent placement moves is another factor that affects the educational attainment of
these youth. Kaplan, Skolnik, and Turnbull (2009) stated that foster care youth need school
continuity, placement stability, tutoring, and support from mentors and teachers in order to
complete high school and have higher educational attainment. Yet, they usually experience quite
the contrary. National studies show that foster care youths are placed in a new home or facility
once every six months. These changes in placement are associated with attachment issues and
other maladaptive behaviors. Reilly (2003) employed a survey research design to assess the post
discharge functioning including education of 100 former foster care youths. The research
findings revealed that placement moves were significantly associated with domestic violence in
relationships, criminal activity and incarcerations, homelessness, and pregnancy (Reilly, 2003).
Marcus (1991) documented that multiple changes in foster care placements were
emotionally detrimental to the foster youths often resulting in severe behavior problems. Often
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these behavior problems led to placement disruptions which in turn led to school transfers in
some cases (Sullivan et al., 2010). Foster care youths experience changes in school more often
than youth from the general population. With these school changes comes the pressure of
making new adjustments as they get new teachers and peers and experience time loss in class due
to longer registration processes. Furthermore, other foster care youths may lose school credits
due to loss school of records or different course offerings. Yu, Day, and Williams (2002a)
mentioned, in their exploration of new ways to improve the educational outcomes of foster care
youths, that it takes foster care youths between 4-6 months to get back on track academically
after changing schools.
Geenan and Powers (2006) studied the association between foster care placements
and academic achievement among a sample of 327 foster care youths who receive special
education services. The researchers found a negative relationship among variables suggesting
that as the number of foster placements increased, the grade point average (GPA) and
performance on state testing in math decreased (Geenen & Powers, 2006). White, Carrington,
and Freeman (1990) investigated the impact of placement moves and educational performance
among children in Oregon’s foster care system. They also found that children who experienced
multiple foster care placements during the course of a school year were less likely to be at or
above their appropriate grade level. Several other researchers have explored this factor
surrounding placement moves and instability among foster care youths and have observed
similar findings (e.g., Morris, 2007; Pecora et al., 2006; Sullivan et al., 2010).
Special Education
For several decades, researchers and administrators alike documented the large number of
foster care youths with learning disabilities (Geenan & Powers, 2006; Zetlin, Weinberg, &
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Kimm, 2004). National statistics indicate that between 30 and 40 % of foster care youths receive
special education services (Goerge,Voorhis, Grant, Gasey, & Robinson, 1992; McIntyre &
Kessler, 1986). Geenan and Powers (2006) used an explanatory research methodology to
compare the academic achievement of foster care youths who received special educational
services to those who had not received any special education services. The findings of the study
revealed that the foster care youths in special education had lower educational attainment and
academic performance than those youths not in special education (Geenan & Powers, 2006). To
date, few other researchers have explored the association between foster care youths’ educational
attainment and placement in special education. Moreover, the studies that do exist suggest that
foster care youths are not receiving the special education services that they may need according
to their individualized educational plans (IEP) (Geenan & Powers, 2006). For example, White et
al. (1990) investigated the special education services received by a sample of foster care youths
in Oregon’s child welfare system and found that of the 39% with an IEP, only 16% were actually
receiving special education services. Another researcher noted that foster care youths who
needed special education services were largely ignored or overlooked by the foster care
caseworkers (George et al., 1992).
Type of Placement
Schneider (1989) declared that the major increase in children entering foster care has
placed a burden on the foster care system and has created a lack of appropriate placements and
homes for foster care youths. Children and youth in the foster care system can be placed in a
relative (kin) placement, foster home, group home, or residential or psychiatric facility, which
are consecutively listed as least to most restrictive. Although it is the policy of most child
welfare agencies to place children in the least restrictive, most family like setting such as a
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relative placement or foster home, some children are placed in group home settings due to the
shortage of foster homes in a specific area. Numerous researchers have documented the negative
impacts that result from placing foster youths in more restrictive settings such as group homes
(e.g., Dishion, McCord, & Poulin, 1999; Dodge, Lansford, & Dishion, 2006; Lipsey, 2006). In
one study that included a national representative sample of foster care youths, researchers found
that youth in group homes exhibited 25 % higher rates of clinically diagnosed behavior problems
than those in traditional foster homes (Burns et al., 2004). On the contrary, McCrae, Lee, Barth,
and Rauktis (2010) conducted a causal-comparative study to explore the relationship between
placement type and academic, cognitive, and behavior change. When comparing a small, nonequivalent sample of 89 foster youths in group care to 259 foster youths in traditional foster
homes, there were no significant differences among groups (McCrae et al., 2010). To date, few
studies have explored the association between placement types and foster care youths
educational attainment.
Systematic Promotive Factors
Child Welfare Services
Child welfare agencies are federally mandated to provide foster youths with independent
living services or to refer them to private agencies that provide supportive educational and
independent living services to promote higher educational attainment and employment.
However, Osgood et al. (2010) noted that foster care youths are often excluded from the
beneficial services that they need due to eligibility rules, inadequate funding for transition
services, poor coordination efforts across service systems, and limited training of service
professionals. They also noted that most supportive services received by the foster youths ended
abruptly when they turn age 18. Findings from an international pilot study conducted using a
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sample of youth that aged out of foster care suggested that foster youths lacked sufficient
housing and other supportive services (Bonnice, 2002).
Mentoring
Kleinberg and Moore (2011) noted in their conceptual paper that foster care youth are
unlikely to have a mentor or any long-term adult connection, and they often have no safety net
and no financial or emotional support. Other social scientists also document that a large majority
of foster care youths who exit the foster care system are unprepared for employment and the
responsibilities of adulthood and lack the social capital needed to achieve independence
(Murnane et al., 1995; Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). Several researchers have explored the
social supports, mentors, and networks among foster care youths (Courtney et al., 2001;
Courtney & Dworsky, 2006; Kaplan et al., 2009; Reilly, 2003). Courtney and Dworsky (2006)
employed a survey research design to study the well-being of 603 young adults who aged out of
the foster care system. Their findings revealed that the former foster care youths have few social
supports and poor relationships with their previous foster parents or group home caregivers.
Other researchers employed similar descriptive research designs and consistently found that
foster care youths lack mentors and have limited social supports which are significantly
associated with positive outcomes in their adult lives (Rosenfeld & Richman, 2003; Courtney et
al., 2005).
Postsecondary Educational Support
Presently, there exists a dearth of research surrounding the postsecondary educational
support provided to foster care youths. However, the problem was recognized by national policy
makers, leading to the creation of the Foster Connections to Success Act 2008 to better support
former foster care youths in their postsecondary education. Day, Dworsky, Fogarty and
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Damashek (2011) noted in their study of former foster care youths postsecondary experiences
that many of these youths fail to obtain a college degree due to a lack of preparation for
postsecondary education and limited educational support. However, few researchers have
explored the association of psychosocial risk and promotive factors and foster care youths’
postsecondary education.
Educational Interventions for Foster Care Youths
Casey Family Programs (2006) noted that educational attainment and school stability are
precursors to positive outcomes for youth in the foster care system. President Obama stated that,
“a good education is no longer just a pathway to opportunity, it is a prerequisite” (CFP, 2006).
Additionally, CFP (2006) provided a model that included eight components that will ensure
educational success among foster care youths including: (a) developing measurable systems of
interagency accountability, (b) establishing school stability , (c) maintaining school continuity
by implementing best practices, (d) empowering youth, family, and community actions, (e)
increasing stakeholder investment through training and education, (f) improving court’s
knowledge, engagement, and oversight, (g) ensuring equal access to quality education and
educational support services, and (h) advocating and influencing policy and legislation (CFP,
2006). Child welfare agencies and front line foster care workers play a major role in ensuring
these components are included in their service delivery.
Another organization, called the Workforce Strategy Center (WSC) (2000) conducted
research to identify current best practices and programs to prepare foster care youths for
employment opportunities and financial stability. WSC (2000) provided a model to successfully
link foster care youths to postsecondary education and career employment. The model included
five key components: (a) exposure to career and educational options, (b) preparation for college
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entry exams, (c) career related work experience, (d) transition to postsecondary education and
career employment, and (e) needed mentors and social supports (WSC, 2000). Today, existing
programs offer skills building and tutoring, academic counseling which include introduction to
colleges, work experience (internships and job shadowing), scholarships (financial aid), and
career counseling (Krinsky & Liebmann, 2011; Mallon, 1998; WSC, 2000).
Foster Youth Services
The State of California implemented six Foster Youths Services (FYS) programs
specifically designed to bolster the educational outcomes of foster care youths (California Health
and Welfare Agency (CHWA), 1986). Ayasse (1995) provided a description of the program
evaluations and effectiveness of these programs. Many of the FSY programs placed emphasis
on advocacy, tutoring, counseling, and referrals for independent living services for vulnerable
foster care youths (Ayasse, 1995). Furthermore, the researcher was sure to note that these FSY
programs were very cost effective with a cost of $300 to $1,100 per year per student (Ayasse,
1995). California’s FSY programs were deemed as very effective in promoting academic
success and higher educational attainment among foster care youths. They have helped over
18,000 youth succeed in school, and additionally have had fewer high school dropouts and
suspensions (Fitzharris, 1989).
Seita Scholars Program
The Seita Scholars Program (SSP) was designed to provide supportive services and
opportunities for former foster youth to succeed in their postsecondary education (Unrau, 2011).
The program was named after Dr. John Seita, a graduate of the Univeristy of Michigan and
former ward of Michigan’s foster care system. In the SSP, students receive scholarships and are
called Seita Scholars. They are also assigned a master’s level campus coach with foster care
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experience who is available 24 hours a day to text, email, and have face-to-face meetings with
students to keep them encouraged. Furthermore, the Seita scholars are assigned a Department of
Human Service (DHS) coach to help them apply for food stamps, mental health, and other
needed services. The aim of the program is to provide former foster youths with the tools and
support needed to successfully complete their postsecondary education. Unrau (2011)
documented the success of The Seita Scholars Program noting that since the program began in
2008, it has served 50 students a semester and has 80% retention rate.
The Childrens’ Village Work Appreciation for Youth Program
While many programs differ across states and have little to no accountability, one
employment program, The Childrens’ Village Work Appreciation for Youth (WAY) program
has provided work experience, mentorship, tutoring, and money savings incentives to foster care
youth (Baker, Olson, & Mincer, 2000). Replicated in three states, WAY has decreased criminal
activity among foster care youths and increased numbers of high school graduates and
employment earnings (Baker et al., 2000).
Independent Living Services
The main purpose of the Independent Living Initiative of 1986 was to provide states
with opportunities to receive federal funding to create Independent Living (IL) Programs
designed to provide foster care youths with supportive services such as independent living needs
assessments, academic support, career preparation, employment and vocational training, and
budgeting skills. Although many states receive the funding for IL programs, few youths in the
foster care system receive the IL services. Hahn (1994) used the Ansell-Casey Life Skills
Assessment to assess the preparedness of 231 foster care youths for independent living and found
that majority of them were below average in their academic and personal skills.
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Massinga and Pecora (2004) documented that improvement in foster care youths’
outcomes are predicated on creation of programs that include community resources, wraparound
services, provision of mentors, and independent living skills training. An example of such a
program is the North Carolina LINKS program which provides IL services to foster care youths
ages 13 to 21. The program also offers youths ages 17 to 21 $500 a year for needs like car
insurance, work uniforms, or furniture, $500 for education related needs, and up to $1,500 a year
for housing as they transition out of care. Leaders in San Antonio, TX in 1986 implemented a
Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) program. The PAL program allows foster care youths to
enter at age 14 and receive services such as vocational training, GED assistance, college entrance
exam prep, driver’s education, and counseling. Youths benefit from presentations by bankers,
car dealers, apartment locators, and job recruiters and also visit apartments, banks, and car
dealers to get hands-on IL experience. Upon completion, the state offers youths’ tuition
assistance, transitional living allowances, and household supply subsidies. Another program
entitled Treehouse in Seattle, WA spends $1,863 per youth on foster youth ages 11 to 16 to
improve school attendance, tutoring, and increase achievement.
Over the last several decades, numerous researchers have employed descriptive and
quasi-experimental research designs to explore the impact of these IL services among foster
youths. These researchers have consistently documented better outcomes among those who
receive IL services across several domains, including education and employment (Cook, 1994;
Georgiades, 2005; Lindsey & Ahmed, 1999; Mallon, 1998; McMillen & Tucker, 1999).
Naccarato and DeLorenzo (2008) provided a literature review of research which highlighted
findings on the impact of independent living programs. Many of these studies used quasiexperimental designs which included a non-equivalent comparison group to demonstrate
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significant differences in outcomes among youths that participated in IL programs versus those
that did not (Cook, 1994; Lindsey & Ahmed, 1999; Scannapieco, Schagrin, & Scannapieco,
1995). Moreover, several of the researchers found that youth who participated in IL had higher
levels of educational attainment and better chances of being successful in their transition to
independence than those who did not participate in IL (Georgiades, 2005; Lindsey & Ahmad,
1999; Mallon, 1998; Scannapieco et al., 1995). Cook (1994) summarized findings from the
National Evaluation of Title IV-E Independent Living Programs for Youth in Foster Care.
Among the sample of 1644, the researcher found that IL participants did better than non- IL
participants in several areas including education. McMillen & Tucker (1999) used a relational
research design to explore the educational attainment and employment outcomes of 252 older
foster care youths who were aging out of the system from three counties in Missouri. Results
from their study showed that participation in IL was associated with higher odds of being
employed, but was mediated by school completion (McMillen & Tucker, 1999).
Contrary to most research studies, Mares (2010) used a mixed methods approach to
assess the independent living services needs of emancipating foster youth in Lucas County
(Toledo), Ohio. The study examined outcomes of n=108 youth that aged out of care between
2005 to 2007 and found that of the youth that left the IL program, one-third had a high school
diploma or GED, less than one-third were currently employed, and many continued to have
unmet independent living needs (Mares, 2010). The findings from the focus group suggested
that the youth who participated in the IL program still lacked an awareness of existing
independent living resources in the community (Mares, 2010). The findings from this study
continue to speak to the need for further research and support for additional IL programs and
evaluation of the existing programs.
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Young Adult Program
YAP allows foster care youths the opportunity to voluntarily remain under state care until
age 21 or 23 (depending upon the guidelines of each state). As the youths transition into
adulthood, they can continue to receive medical and financial services from the child welfare
agency if they meet one of the following criteria: (a) must be in school pursuing a high school
diploma, GED, vocational or college degree, (b) participate in job training, (c) employed 80
hours per month, or (d) are deemed incapable of participating in employment/ education
activities due to a documented medical condition. Although an overwhelming majority of foster
care youth fails to meet these criteria, those youths who participate in YAP have greater chances
of succeeding in their postsecondary education and achieving higher educational attainment. To
date, no known researchers have conducted empirical research to explore the outcomes foster
care youths who participate in YAP. However, Krinsky and Liebmann (2011) noted in their
analysis and summary of the 2008 Fostering Connections to Success Act that foster care youths
who remain in foster care beyond age 18 were more likely to have higher educational attainment
and far less likely to experience criminal activity and incarceration.
Implications of the Literature Review
The foregoing review of literature revealed that social science researchers have combed
through layers of complex issues surrounding the negative educational outcomes of foster care
youths. Researchers have utilized various research designs, populations, and sample sizes to
explore these educational experiences. Additionally, researchers have conceptually defined and
operationalized the educational phenomenon in several different ways. Some researchers
explored the outcome of academic achievement of foster care youths and conceptualized it as the
youths’ reading and math skills. Academic achievement in these studies was operationalized
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using the Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT) (Burley & Halpern, 2001; Geenan & Powers,
2006; Ou & Reynolds, 2008; Reilly, 2003; Shin, 2003; Sullivan et al., 2010). Another researcher
explored the educational experiences of foster care youths, defined as their number of mid school
year transfers, fights, and suspensions, and school absences (McMillen et al., 2003). On the
contrary, Blome (1997) and others more specifically defined the educational experiences foster
care youths as their completion of high school, high school performance, school stability, and
post high school plans.
Courtney (1995) noted that the educational crisis of foster care youths is an understudied,
poorly understood phenomenon that poses serious and costly threats to our society. Many of the
above mentioned studies utilized descriptive research designs and relatively small sample sizes
to explore the academic achievement of foster care youths (Cook, 1990, 1992; Courtney &
Dworsky, 2006, Nevada Kids Count, 2001; Osgood et al., 2010). Consequently, these research
designs had low external validity limiting the researchers’ ability to generalize the findings to
other populations of foster care youth (Rubin & Babbie, 2005). To date, no known researchers
have used a cross-sectional, relational research design to specifically explore the educational
attainment of foster care youth as an outcome of interest. Moreover, no studies have analyzed
the recent federally mandated NYTD to explore outcomes and significant relationships among
factors surrounding foster care youths.
This literature review clearly demonstrates that there yet remains a dearth of theoretically
driven and conceptually framed literature on the educational crisis of foster care youths.
Presently, there is a need to build upon the aforementioned studies and provide insight to the
demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive factors that predict higher educational
attainment among foster care youths. This present study adds to the existing knowledge base
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regarding the educational attainment of a vulnerable and understudied group of youths. The
researcher employed a cross-sectional, relational research design to investigate predictors of
higher educational attainment among foster care youths and young adults who age out of the
system.
Definition of Key Terms
Foster Care
The U.S. DHHS (2007) defines foster care as the substitute, 24-hour care for children and
youth that were placed in the custody of a Child Welfare State Agency due being legally
removed from their parents or guardians. Foster care placements include family foster homes,
foster homes of relatives, group homes, emergency shelters, residential facilities, childcare
institutions, and pre-adoptive homes. Foster care may be provided by relatives, fictive kin
(friends of the family), or non-relatives. All children in care for more than 24 hours are counted.
Children are also assigned a child welfare foster care worker to provide case management and
oversight of the foster care placement.
Foster Care Youths
Foster care youths are those youths ages 14 to 17 who have been in the foster care system
for longer than a period of six consecutive months. Some of the youths’ ages 18-22 have aged
out of the foster care system, but are participating in the YAP program. Several researchers
specifically explored the educational attainment and aspirations of this specific population of
youth and found them to be a high risk population (Courtney et al., 2001; Haynes & Wilson,
2010; Reilly, 2003; Sullivan et al., 2010).
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Educational Attainment
The United States Census Bureau (2003) defined educational attainment as the highest
level of education that an individual has completed. This definition is much different than the
present grade level of an individual. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 2010
defined educational attainment as achieving credentials such as a high school diploma or
equivalency credential or a bachelor’s degree. In this study, educational attainment was
conceptually defined as the highest grade level that a foster youth completed including
enrollment in postsecondary education. An additional educational attainment variable was
created to capture the proportion of the youths and young adults completed educational level as
expected according to their respective chronological age.
Age Out
Aging out of the foster care system refers to the youth reaching the age of majority at age
18. According to federal legislation, youth are no longer eligible to continue in the care of a
child welfare agency unless they participate in YAP until age 21. All payments, services, and
oversight by the state agency are discontinued once the youth ages out of the foster care system.
Postsecondary education
Postsecondary education or tertiary education is higher education that follows after
completion of high school (U.S. Department of Education, 2006). Postsecondary education is
considered to be a more advanced level of academic instruction. Most postsecondary institutions
are often referred to as a college or university and allows students to obtain an associates,
bachelor's or master's degree, professional certification, or a professional license. These
postsecondary institutions also include trade schools and vocational education and training
schools.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Conceptual Framework
This chapter provides a detailed description of the research methodology used in this
present study. More specifically, the research objectives, research design, and purpose of the
study are delineated as in the previous section. This chapter also provides operational definitions
of key terms and variables, a data analysis plan, as well as a discussion of issues of validity and
reliability. Table 3 presents the variables and their operational definitions.
Purpose
Utilizing an ecological systems theory and social capital theoretical framework, this
explanatory-descriptive study investigated the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among foster care youths and
young adults who age out of the system. A secondary data analysis was conducted using NYTD
collected by a state level child welfare agency for 1,266 foster care youths. Using a crosssectional, relational research design, the researcher specifically included relevant demographic,
systematic risk, and systematic promotive factors in a multivariate regression model to explore
significant relationships and associations. Furthermore, the researcher estimated a binary logistic
regression model to explore the factors that best predict enrollment in postsecondary education
among a subsample of 157 young adults who have aged out of the foster care system.
Research Objectives
This present study utilized a cross-sectional, relational research design to address the following
five objectives:
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Objective 1
Objective 1 was to describe demographic, systematic risks, and systematic promotive
characteristics of 1,266 foster care youths currently in the foster care system as well as those who
have aged out of the system. Descriptive statistics for variables such as race, gender, length of
stay in foster care, number of placement moves, type of placement (group homes, foster homes,
residential facility, relative placement), and type of maltreatment were provided. Additionally,
univariate statistics summarized systematic characteristics on whether or not the youths received
services that were either paid for or provided by a child welfare agency including: special
education, YAP services (supervised independent living housing, board payment, tuition
payments, etc.), academic supportive services (counseling, GED preparation, tutoring, etc.),
mentoring (connecting the youth to an adult for supportive relationships), postsecondary
supportive services (services to help youth enter and complete postsecondary education),
budgeting program (services to help build youths’ financial management skills), and employment
or vocational training services (services to build youths’ skills for a vocation, trade, or career),
career preparation (services to help youths’ enter and retain employment).
Objective 2
Objective 2 was to describe demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics of a subsample of 157 young adults who aged out of care. Descriptive statistics
on demographic variables including age, race, gender, and educational level (operationalized as
number of years completed and proportion of education completed as expected according to the
young adults’ respective chronological age) were provided. Univariate statistics also described
systematic characteristics on whether or not the young adults were adjudicated as a juvenile
delinquent. Furthermore, descriptive statistics described if the young adults received services
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that were either paid for or provided by a child welfare agency including: supervised housing,
independent living needs assessment, academic supportive services, mentoring, postsecondary
supportive services, budgeting program, and employment or vocational training services, career
preparation.
Objective 3
Objective 3 was to explore significant interrelations among educational attainment
(measured as a binary level variable) and several binary variables including race, gender, and
other systematic factors using appropriate statistics such as cross tabulations and chi-square
analysis. Objective 3a was to conduct the cross tabs and chi-square analysis on the sample of
1,266 youths who were in foster care at the time of the interview. For objective 3a, educational
attainment was measured as a binary variable coded 0 if the youth was below education level or
1 if the youth was on or above their education expected level of education according to their
respective chronological age. Objective 3b was to conduct the cross tabs and chi-square analysis
on the subsample of 157 young adults who aged out of foster care. For objective 3b, educational
attainment was defined as enrollment in postsecondary education. It was operationalized as a
binary variable and was coded 0 for young adults who were enrolled in postsecondary or 1 for
young adults who were not enrolled in postsecondary education.
Objective 4
Objective 4 was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among foster care youths.
Several independent variables were assessed including: race, gender, length of stay in foster care,
type of maltreatment, type of placement, participation in YAP, and receipt of special education,
academic support services, postsecondary education support services, career preparation,
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budgeting, mentoring, and employment and vocational training services. Using data for the
1,266 foster youths, appropriate inferential statistics such as multivariate regression analysis
were used to determine if significant differences exist among variables. Descriptions of the
factors that predict higher educational attainment among foster care youths are provided in the
results section.
Objective 5
Objective 5 was to determine the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that best predicted enrollment in postsecondary education among young adults
who age out of the foster care system. Using a binary logistic regression analysis, the researcher
estimated a model that included the following 14 independent variables: gender, Hispanic,
white, other race (American Indian, Asain, or Hawaiian), delinquent, academic support,
supervised housing, career preparation, postsecondary support, employment or vocational
training, mentoring, independent living needs assessment, budgeting, and participation in YAP.
The dependent variable in the model was educational attainment which was defined as whether
or not young adults were enrolled in postsecondary education. The educational attainment
variable was coded 0 for youths who were not enrolled in postsecondary education and 1 for
young adults who were enrolled in postsecondary education.
Operationalization of Key Terms
Dependent Variables
Educational attainment. The NYTD survey defines educational attainment as an
outcome measure to capture the highest grade level completed by the respondent. On the NYTD
survey application, the variable was coded as a continuous level variable with choices ranging
from 6 to 14. Respondents could choose whether or not they were in less than 6th grade, 7th, 8th
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,9th ,10th ,11th ,12th , or postsecondary education or training (any postsecondary education/training
other than an education pursued at a college or university), and college, at least one semester
completed (completing at least a semester of study at a college or university). For grade levels,
completed meant finished the year by passing and being eligible for the next grade or diploma.
For example, for a youth currently in the 11th grade, 10th grade is the highest educational level
completed (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/).
The researcher recoded the educational attainment as a continuous level variable which
captured the proportion of education completed as expected by the youth’s respective
chronological age. Some youths who were enrolled in postsecondary education may have had a
score of 1.3. The variable was also recoded into a separate binary variable with 0 to 1 coding
schemes to measure whether or not youths were on or above their expected education level or
below level according to their respective chronological age.
Postsecondary education. Postsecondary education or training in this study included
any postsecondary education or training including education pursued at a college or university.
The youth must have successfully enrolled in the program or university and had at least one
semester completed. This item was measured as a dichotomous variable with choices of 0= no
the respondent was not enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview or 1= yes
the respondent was enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview
(https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/).
Independent Variables
Several relevant demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive factors were
included in a multiple regression and binary logistic regression model to examine associations.
Variables of interest placed in the models included: (a) race, (b) gender, (c) number of
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placement moves, (d) length of stay in foster care, (e) type of maltreatment, (f) type of
placement, (g) number of supportive services received, (h) academic supportive services, (i)
career preparation services, (j) special education services, (k) post-secondary supportive services,
(l) mentoring services, (m) budgeting services, (n) employment program/vocational training
services, (o) independent living assessment, and (p) participation in YAP, (q) delinquent, and (r)
supervised housing (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/).
Race. Foster care youths’ race was determined by the youth or the youth's parent(s).
The variable was initially measured as a dichotomous level variable in which respondents chose
yes or no for the following choices: American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian, Black, White, or
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander. The race variable was recoded into several
categorical level variables with the above mentioned categories. The NYTD survey also
included explanations for each race category as follows: (a) American Indian or Alaska
Native(youth has origins in any of the original peoples of North or South America, including
Central America, and maintains tribal affiliation or community attachment), (b) Asian (youth has
origins in any of the original peoples of the Far East, Southeast Asia, or the Indian subcontinent
including, Cambodia, China, India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Pakistan, the Philippine Islands,
Thailand, and Vietnam), (c) Black (youth are considered black if they have any origins in any of
the black racial groups of Africa), (d) Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (youth has
origins in any of the original peoples of Hawaii, Guam, Samoa, or other Pacific Island), (e)
White (youth has origins in any of the original peoples of Europe, the Middle East, or North
Africa) (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/) .
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Gender. Gender refers to the biologically determined sex of the respondent. Gender was
measured as a dichotomous variable and coded 0 for female and 1 for male
(https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/).
Type of placement. Type of placement refers to the specific kind of residence the foster
youth lived in at the first date of the reporting period, October 1, 2010. Types of placements for
the youths included non-certified foster homes, certified foster home, relative placement, group
home, or residential facility. The variable was coded as a categorical level variable with 1= noncertified foster homes, 2= certified foster home, 3= relative placement, 4=group home,
5=residential. Agency staff was only able to choose one category. These categories were later
recoded into separate binary level variables.
Number of placement moves. Number of placement moves refers to the total number of
placement moves that a youth had during one specific foster care episode and at the first date of
the reporting period of the NYTD data. This variable was recorded as a numerical value. The
variable was recoded as a binary variable that measured whether or not youths had greater than 7
placement moves due to the average number of placement moves was 6.4 (SD=6.17).
Length of stay in foster care. This variable refers to the length of time that the foster
care youth have been in the foster care system. The length of stay was measured from the date of
entry from the current foster care episode to the first date of the reporting period being October
1, 2010. The variable was coded as a numerical value that showed the number of months a youth
spent in foster care during one specific episode. This variable was also recoded as a binary
variable that measured whether or not youths had longer than 5 years stay in foster care due to
the average number of years in foster care being 44.2 months (SD= 41.2) or 3.5 years.
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Type of maltreatment. Type of maltreatment refers to the primary court-ordered reason
that a child was adjudicated a child in need of foster care. The variable was measured as a
categorical level variable and was coded from 1 to 4; 1=physical abuse, 2=neglect, 3=sexual
abuse, and 4=other which includes emotional abuse. The individual categories were recoded into
separate binary level variables
Delinquent.

Delinquent refers to a whether or not a state or federal court of competent

jurisdiction has adjudicated a youth as a delinquent (act committed by a youth ten years of age or
older, which if committed by an adult would be considered criminal)
https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). The variable was measured as a dichotomous level
variable and was coded as 0 =no if the young adult was not adjudicated as delinquent and 1=yes
if the young adult was adjudicated as delinquent.
Academic support paid for or provided by the state agency. Academic supports are
services that were either paid for or provided by the state agency during the current reporting
period to help a youth complete high school or obtain a GED. These services may include the
following: Academic counseling; preparation for GED, including assistance in applying or
studying for a GED exam; tutoring; help with homework; study skills training; literacy training;
and help accessing educational resources. It does not include the youth's general attendance at
high school. This variable was measured as a dichotomous level variable and was coded as a
0=no if services were not received or provided by the state, or 1=yes if the services were
received or provided by the state (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/).
Special education services. According to the NYTD survey, special education refers to
whether or not the foster care youth received specifically designed instruction in a school setting,
at no cost to parents, to meet the unique needs of a youth with a disability during the current
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reporting period (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). The variable was coded as a
dichotomous variable with choice of 0= no or 1=yes.
Career preparation paid for or provided by the state agency. The NYTD survey also
defined career preparation services as services paid for or provided by the state agency that focus
on developing a youth's ability to find, apply for, and retain appropriate employment. The
service must have been received during the current reporting period. It included the following
types of instruction and support services: vocational and career assessment, including career
exploration and planning, guidance in setting and assessing vocational and career interests and
skills, and help in matching interests and abilities with vocational goals; job seeking and job
placement support, including identifying potential employers, writing resumes, completing job
applications, developing interview skills, job shadowing, receiving job referrals, using career
resource libraries, understanding employee benefits coverage, and securing work permits;
retention support, including job coaching; learning how to work with employers and other
employees; understanding workplace values such as timeliness and appearance; and
understanding authority and customer relationships (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/).
The variable was coded as a dichotomous variable indicating whether or not the youth received
the service, 0= no or 1=yes.
Postsecondary educational support paid for or provided by the state agency.
The survey defined postsecondary educational supports as services designed to help a youth
enter or complete a postsecondary education and include the following: classes for test
preparation, such as the SAT; counseling about college; information about financial aid and
scholarships; help completing college or loan applications; or tutoring while in college
(https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). These services must have been received during the
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current reporting period. The variable was coded as a dichotomous variable indicating whether
or not the youth received the service. Respondents choices were 0= no or 1=yes.
Employment programs or vocational training paid for or provided by the state
agency. Employment programs or vocational training services was defined as services that was
either paid for or provided by the state agency during the current reporting period to build a
youth's skills for a specific trade, vocation, or career through classes or on-site training. The
services include a youth's participation in an internship or summer employment program and do
not include summer or after-school jobs secured by the youth alone. Vocational training includes
a youth's participation in vocational or trade programs and the receipt of training in occupational
classes for such skills as cosmetology, auto mechanics, building trades, nursing, computer
science, and other current or emerging employment sectors
(https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). The variable was coded as a dichotomous variable
indicating whether or not the youth received the service where 0= no or 1=yes.
Budgeting and financial management assistance paid for or provided by the state
agency. According to the survey, budget and financial management assistance includes the
following types of training: living within a budget; opening and using a checking and savings
account; balancing a checkbook; developing consumer awareness and smart shopping skills;
accessing information about credit, loans and taxes; and filling out tax forms
(https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). These services must have been received during the
current reporting period. The variable was coded as a dichotomous variable indicating whether or
not the youth received the service. Respondents choices were coded as 0= no or 1=yes.
Mentoring paid for or provided by the state agency. The survey defined mentoring as
services in which the youth were screened and connected to an adult for a one-on-one
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relationship that involves the two meeting on a regular basis. These services can promote short
or long-term relationships. Moreover, this service category only includes a mentor relationship
that has been facilitated, paid for or provided by the state agency or its staff during the current
reporting period (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). The variable was measured as a
dichotomous variable indicating whether or not the youth received the service. Respondents
choices were coded 0= no or 1=yes.
Independent living needs assessment paid for or provided by the state agency.
The NYTD survey defined independent living needs assessment as an instrument used to identify
a youth's basic skills, emotional and social capabilities, strengths, and needs to match the youth
with appropriate services (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). The assessment explores the
youths’ knowledge of basic living skills, job readiness, money management abilities, decisionmaking skills, goal setting, task completion, and transitional living needs and provides a score to
indicate the youths’ strengths and weaknesses (https://webapps.dss.state.la.us/NYTD/). This
item was recoded as a dichotomous variable with choices of 0= no or 1=yes.
Participation in the Young Adult Program. This variable refers to whether or not the
foster care youth participated in the YAP program during the March 2011 reporting period.
This item was also measured as a dichotomous variable with codes of 0= no or 1=yes.
Table 3. Variables and Operational Definitions
Variable Name
Gender
Education

Indian
Asian

Operational Definition
gender 0=female; 1=male
highest education level respondents choose
from below grade 6 or grades 6 through 13
(grade of 13 = enrolled in postsecondary
educational program)
American Indian/ Alaskan native 0=no 1=yes
Asian American 0=no 1=yes
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Table 3. (continued)

Black
Hawaiian
White
Latino

Variable Name

Operational Definition
African-American 0=no 1=yes
Native Hawaiian/ pacific islander 0=no 1=yes
Caucasian 0=no 1=yes
Hispanic or Latino 0=no 1=yes

Special education

special education 0=no

Independent living assessment
Academic support
Postsecondary support
Career preparation
Employ/vocational training

independent living assessment 0=no 1=yes
academic support 0=no 1=yes
postsecondary support 0=no 1=yes
career preparation 0=no 1=yes
employment/vocational training 0=no 1=yes

Budgeting program

budget/financial program 0=no 1=yes

Delinquent
Mentoring

delinquent 0=no 1=yes
mentoring 0=no 1=yes

Supervised independent living

supervised independent living 0=no 1=yes

Age

Youth chronological age at the time of
completion of the NYTD survey
0= youths were below their expected level of
education according to their respective
chronological age; 1= youths were on or above
their expected level of education according to
their respective chronological age
The proportion of education a youth or young
adult completed coded as a numerical score.

Expected level of education

Educational attainment

1=yes

Postsecondary education

0= youths were enrolled in postsecondary
education at the time of the interview; 1=
youths were not enrolled in postsecondary
education at the time of the interview

Sex abuse

0= youth is not in care for sexual abuse; 1=
youth is in care for sexual abuse

Physical abuse

0= youth is not in care for physical abuse; 1=
youth is in care for physical abuse
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Table 3. (continued)
Neglect
Length of stay in foster care
Non-certified relative
Certified relative

0= youth is not in care for neglect; 1= youth is
in care for neglect
Number of months youths were in care during
one foster care episode
0=not placed with a noncertified relative;1=
placed with a noncertified relative
0=not placed with a certified relative; 1=placed
with a certified relative

Foster family

0=not placed with a certified foster family;
1=placed with a certified foster family

Pre-adoptive home

0=not in a pre-adoptive home; 1=placed in a
pre-adoptive home
0=not placed in detention; 1=placed in
detention

Detention

Emergency shelter

0=not in an emergency shelter; 1=placed in an
emergency shelter

Group home

0=not in a group home; 1=placed in a group
home
0=not placed in a residential facility; 1=placed
in a residential facility
0= R was in other placement; 1= R was in
psychiatric facility
Numerical score for number of times a youth
changed placements during one foster care
episode
0=participation in YAP; 1= no participation in
YAP

Residential
Psychiatric hospital
Placement moves

YAP participation

Research Design
Utilizing an ecological systems theory and social capital theoretical framework, this
explanatory research included a cross-sectional, relational research design to investigate
demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive factors that best predict higher
educational attainment among foster care youths and young adults who age out of foster care.
Relational, fixed methods designs are useful means of exploring patterns of covariation among
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variables (Shadish, Cook, & Campbell, 2005). The design allows researchers to observe several
variables at the same time without them being manipulated (Rubin & Babbie, 2005). Although
correlational studies are limited in their ability to demonstrate causation, they are useful in
generating unique descriptive information about a specific phenomenon (Shadish et al., 2005).
The researcher conducted a secondary data analysis using data collected from NYTD.
Child welfare administrative and case level data were used to assess any significant correlates
among the educational outcomes of the youth. Multiple regression and binary logistic regression
analyses were used to identify any significant predictors among specific independent variables.
Measures of central tendencies and frequencies were also described and reported. The researcher
also conducted cross tabulations and chi-square analyses to explore significant relationships
among specified binary variables.
Participants
The sample used in this study consisted of 1,266 foster care youths who were currently in
Louisiana’s foster care system between the ages of 14 and 17 as of March 2011. Youth were
eligible if they were in foster care for more than six months consecutively. Either the foster care
youth completed the survey with the caseworker present or the caseworker completed the survey
with the youth, as required by DCFS protocol. A subsample of 157 randomly selected young
adults who aged out of foster care at the age of 18 was also included in the study. The young
adults were between the ages of 18 and 22.
Survey Instrument
A secondary analysis was conducted on data collected from NYTD surveys. Presently,
as a result of an amendment to P.L. 106-169, the surveys are being administered by foster care
workers and foster parents in all states to track progress of foster youths during and after they
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age out of foster care. Another goal of NYTD is to monitor the number and kind of services
youths and young adults receive during and after foster care. NYTD explores six main outcomes
of interest: (a) financial self-sufficiency, (b) educational attainment, (c) connections with adults,
(d) homelessness, (e) high-risk behaviors, (f) access to health insurance. The survey is often
administered to the youths and young adults by a child welfare worker or foster parent.
All youths, ages 14-22, who receive services through the state are required to complete
the confidential survey. Youths and young adults are given the survey and asked to respond to
certain questions. The 33- item survey was completed by the youths, foster parent, or foster care
worker in approximately 15-20 minutes and contained items across several domains, including
career preparation, education, academic support, financial support, and demographics (See
Appendix B). The education item used in this present study is conceptually defined as the highest
education level completed by the youth during the current reporting period of October 1, 2010 to
March 31, 2011. Education choices ranged from less than 6th grade (5 or below), 6th grade, 7th
grade, up to 12th grade, then 13 which included postsecondary education or vocational training,
and college (at least one semester completed at a college or university). For grade levels,
“completed” meant finished the year by passing and being eligible for the next grade or diploma.
Demographic items included standard items (e.g., race, age, gender), as well as foster care
specific items such as if the youth received independent living services, academic support,
financial support, room and board, career preparation, and special education services while in
foster care.
Research Method and Procedures
An application to conduct this study went through an expedited review process and was
approved by Louisiana State University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) (See Appendix E).

60

A research proposal was also submitted and approved by the state child welfare agency
administrators to utilize NYTD and child welfare administrative data (See appendix C and D).
The researcher created and coded several variables from the administrative data obtained from
the child welfare agency. Demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics were collected from the NYTD database along with child welfare administrative
data which were both input into a STATA file. These data were cleaned and assessed for
missing information, recoded as necessary and analyzed using STATA 11 statistical software.
Confidentiality
No identifying information on the survey participants was disclosed by the child welfare
data. Also, the researcher kept all data and files in a confidential manner. Data were not shared
with other researchers not involved in the dissertation research. Moreover, the researcher used
the obtained data with oversight and supervision from the dissertation chair and two other
committee members. The data obtained were sufficient for the purposes of this present study as
well as subsequent studies. The data analysis and findings were used for educational purposes
only. Due to the research questions and design this study, the researcher did not have any contact
with DCFS clients or survey participants. No consent forms were needed as the data was derived
from a state child welfare agency that had legal custody of the children in care and used
secondarily for the purpose of this study.
Minimizing Risks of Harm of Human Participants
This study utilized data previously collected by a state agency on foster care youths. As a
result, the researcher neither had contact with any youth nor obtained any of their identifying
information. Also, this study provided no risk of harm to the foster care youths in the study as
the researcher conducted a secondary data analysis using pre-existing data from the state agency.
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Issues of Validity
Internal Validity
Validity refers to the truth about an inference or statement made (Anastas, 2000).
Researchers often desire to know if they are measuring what they are intending to measure and if
their results are due to the presence of an extraneous variable (Anastas, 2000). This type of
validity is known as internal validity. Internal validity refers to questions of whether or not it
was actually the cause or treatment that had an effect on the outcome (Shadish et al., 2005). It
explores whether or not there are other reasons for the effect. To support inferences about causal
relationships, researchers must show that the cause (A) preceded the effect (B); the cause was
related to the effect; we can find no plausible alternative explanation for the effect other than the
cause (Shadish et al., 2005). Although relational studies are more feasible than a randomized
control trial experiment, they are not effective in demonstrating moderate to high levels of
internal validity. They often lack the rigor needed to control for the threat of history,
maturation, testing, instrumentation, experimental mortality (attrition), interaction of threats,
ambiguity of temporal precedence, selection bias, and statistical regression (regression to the
mean (Rubin & Babbie, 2005). Due to the design of this present study and the researchers’ use
of pre-existing data, the researcher could not control for the threats of internal validity. This
limitation and others are mentioned in the discussion section of this study.
External Validity
External validity refers to the generalizability of findings in a study (Rubin & Babbie,
2005). It specifically questions the truth of inferences about whether or not the causal
relationships holds over variation in persons, settings, treatment, and measurement variables
(Shadish et al., 2005). The external validity or generalizability of research findings may also be
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affected by the following: (a) pretest interaction effect, (b) multiple treatment effect, (c)
specificity of variables, (d) selection effect, (e) experimenter effect, (f) reactive arrangement
(Hawthorne) effect (Shadish et al., 2005). Random selection of the participants used in the
present study helps to improve the generalizability of the present research findings. Also, use of
a moderate sample size helped to support the external validity of this present study.
Reliability
Reliability refers to whether or not a measurement yields consistent results when
administered repeatedly over a period of time (Shadish et al., 2005). Measures with high
reliability should demonstrate good test-retest, inter-item, and interobserver reliability (Shadish
et al., 2005). According to Maia Hurley of the Children’s Bureau, the reliability and other
psychometric properties of the NYTD instrument used for this present study were not tested
(personal communication, July 18, 2013). However, the initial researchers included several
states in a pilot test to draft data definitions and collection procedures for the instrument prior to
data collection (http://nytdcommunity.acf.hhs.gov). The developers of the measure received
suggestions by consultation groups. In addition, the researchers utilized a data work group to
analyze the results of the pilot test of the data elements (http://nytdcommunity.acf.hhs.gov). The
work group included child welfare directors, independent living coordinators, and information
systems managers from seven states and one tribe (http://nytdcommunity.acf.hhs.gov).
Caseworkers also participated in the collection of data during the pilot phase
(http://nytdcommunity.acf.hhs.gov). To date, as noted by Maia Hurley, the empirically
determined reliability of the NYTD data collection instrument used in this study remains
unknown and is a limitation of this study (personal communication, July 18, 2013).
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Data Analysis
Data used in this current study consisted of NYTD survey interviews and child welfare
administrative data collected on 1,266 foster care youths who were in the system during the time
of the interview and 157 young adults who aged out of foster care. Data were analyzed using
STATA 11, a statistical software program. Univariate (measures of central tendency, measures
of dispersion, and frequency), bivariate, and multivariate statistical analysis was used to describe
the dependent and independent variables among the samples. Table 4 provides a summary of the
data analysis.
Inferential Statistics
Inferential statistics allow researchers to analyze data from a sample and make
inferences and judgments about a population (Shadish et al., 2005). The chi-square statistic is an
inferential statistic used to describe differences among nominal level variables. Researchers
estimate differences between the expected and observed values as well as whether or not two
variables are independent (Rubin & Babbie, 2005). Inferential statistics such as multiple
regression and binary logistic regression are used to provide predictions of relationships and
associations among variables. Regression analyses make several key assumptions about variables
used in the analysis including that there is: normal distribution of variables, homoskedascity or
equal variance of error terms, little or no multicollinearity or that the variables are independent
from each other, and linearity (Shadish et al., 2005). Regression also assumes that all relevant
variables are included in the model and that irrelevant variables are omitted (Shadish et al.,
2005). Researchers often rely on theory to determine which variables should be included in a
model in an effort to avoid model misspecification. When the assumptions are met in a
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regression analysis then the ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates of population parameters are
considered the best linear unbiased estimates (BLUE) (Shadish et al., 2005).
Bivariate analysis. Chi-square analyses are useful in determining if variables are
independent from each other and if differences exist whether or not the relationships are
significant (Shadish et al, 2005). Bivariate statistics including cross tabulations and chi-square
analyses were conducted to explore significant bivariate interrelationships among educational
attainment and specific binary variables. The outcome variables in both analyses were
educational attainment. However, when analyzed for the younger foster youths (n=1,266),
educational attainment was conceptualized as whether or not youths were on or above their
expected level of education or not. The variable was measured as a dichotomous variable coded
0= the youths were below their expected level of education according to their respective
chronological age or 1= the youths were on or above their expected level of education according
to their respective chronological age. In the chi-square analyses on the subsample of young
adults (n=157), educational attainment was defined as whether or not the youths were enrolled in
postsecondary education. The variable was also measured a dichotomous variable in which
0=youth was not enrolled in postsecondary at the time of the interview and 1= youth was
enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview.
Multiple regression analyses. Multiple regression is a statistical analysis technique used
to identify the best set of predictors among variables. Researchers use multiple regression
statistics to assess the influence of a variable upon another variable while controlling for the
effects of other variables (Shadish et al., 2005). Regression output provides a coefficient of
determination (R2) which demonstrates the goodness of fit of the model or how well the data fit
2

the regression line. The R statistic also provides information on how much of the variance in
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the dependent variable is due to the combination of the independent variables. The significance
of the model is observed by the F-statistic and its corresponding p-value. In this study, a
multiple regression model was estimated to reveal the variables that best predicted higher
educational attainment among a sample of 1,266 foster care youths between the ages of 14 and
17. Due to missing data, the number of observations included in the analysis was 1,103. The
dependent variable in the model was educational attainment, conceptually defined as the
proportion of education completed as expected according to the youth’s respective chronological
age. The dependent variable was measured as a continuous level variable. The independent
variables were several theoretically based demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive variables including race, gender, length of stay in foster care, type of maltreatment,
type of placement, receipt of special education, academic support services, postsecondary
education support services, career preparation, budgeting, mentoring, and employment and
vocational training services. The R2 and prob (F) were reported along with statements about
relationships among variables. The researcher further tested the independent variables for
collinearity using the variance inflation factor (VIF) measure.
Binary logistic regression. Binary logistic regression is similar to multivariate
regression. However, logistic regression is used to explain predictions and relationships among
variables where the dependent variable is dichotomous (Shadish et al., 2005). Moreover, logistic
regression analysis allows researchers to examine the odds ratio and probability of the dependent
variable that occurs as values of the independent variables vary while controlling for the effects
of other variables (Shadish et al., 2005). Researchers also examine the goodness-of-fit of logit
models through observing the McFadden’s pseudo-R2 and Count R2. For the present study, the
researcher conducted a binary logistic regression model using a subsample of 157 young adults
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who aged out of the foster care system. The number of observations included in the analysis was
145 as a result of missing data for some of the cases. The dependent variable in the regression
model was educational attainment, operationalized as whether or not the young adult was
enrolled in postsecondary education, and coded as a binary variable with a 0-1 coding scheme as
previously described. The independent variables included in the model were race, gender,
whether or not the youths were adjudicated as delinquent, and whether or not the youth received
services such as academic support, postsecondary education support, career preparation,
budgeting, mentoring, and employment and vocational training services, supervised housing, and
independent living needs assessment. The researcher examined the likelihood of young adults
enrolling in postsecondary education while controlling for the effects of other variables.
Moreover, the researcher computed the marginal effects for moving from 0 to 1 on the
independent variables. Marginal effects explains how a change in the independent variable from
0 to 1 effects the probability of the dependent variable being coded a 1, at the mean of the
dependent variable. The researcher also used STATA commands to generate probabilities and a
Count R2. The results of are discussed and presented in tables in the following results section of
this dissertation. A summary of the data analysis is presented in Table 4.
Table 4. Summary of the Data Analysis
Objectives

Objective 1 n=1266
Ages 14-17

Statistical Analysis Technique

Descriptives (frequencies and
measures of central tendency)
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Model (Hypothesis)

Demographic
1. Age
2. Race
3. Gender
4. Educational
Attainment

(Table 4. continued)
Objectives
Objective 1 n=1266
Ages 14-17

Statistical Analysis
Technique
Descriptives
(frequencies and
measures of central
tendency)

Model (Hypothesis)
Systematic Risk Factors
1. Length of stay in care
2. Type of maltreatment
3. Type of placement
4. Number of placement
moves
5. Special education services
Systematic Promotive Factors
6. Academic support
7. Career preparation
8. Postsecondary support
9. Employment/vocational
training
10. Budgeting program
11. Mentoring
12. Participation in YAP

Objective 2 n= 157
Ages 18 - 22

Descriptives
(frequencies and
measures of central
tendency)

Demographic
1. Age
2. Race
3. Gender
4. Education Level
a. Highest grade
completed
b. Proportion
completed
Systematic Risk Factor
5. Delinquent
Systematic Promotive Factors
6. Supervised housing
7. Independent living needs
assessment
8. Academic support
9. Career preparation
10. Postsecondary support
11. Employment/vocational
training
12. Budgeting program
13. Mentoring
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(Table 4. continued)
Objectives
Objective 3a n=157

Statistical Analysis
Technique
Cross Tabulation
Chi-Square

Model (Hypothesis)
D.V. - Educational Attainment
(whether or not youths were on or
above their expected level of
education according to their
respective chronological age)
Independent variables
1. Gender
2. Race
3. Participation in YAP
4. Type of placement
5. Type of maltreatment
6. Length of stay in care
7. Number of placement moves
8. Mentoring
9. Special education
10. Postsecondary Support
11. Academic support
12. Employment/vocational
training

Objective 3b n=157

Cross Tabulation
Chi-Square

D.V.- Enrollment in Postsecondary
Independent variables
1. Race
2. Gender
3. Delinquent
4. Academic support
5. Career preparation
6. Postsecondary support
7. Employment/vocational
training
8. Supervised housing
9. Independent living needs
assessment
10. Budgeting program
11. Mentoring
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(Table 4. continued)
Objectives
Objective 4 n=1,266

Statistical Analysis
Technique
Multiple Regression

Model (Hypothesis)
D.V. - Educational Attainment
(proportion of education completed as
expected according to the youths’
chronological age)
Independent variables
1. Gender (-)
2. Race (-)
3. Participation in YAP (+)
4. Type of placement (-)
5. Type of maltreatment (-)
6. Length of stay in care (-)
7. Number of placement moves(-)
8. Mentoring (+)
9. Special education (-)
10. Postsecondary Support (+)
11. Academic support (+)
12. Employment/vocational
training (+)
13. Budgeting services (+)
14. Career preparation (+)

Objective 5 n=157

Binary Logistic
Regression

D.V.- Enrollment in Postsecondary
(0=not enrolled at time of interview;
1=enrolled at the time of the
interview)
Independent variables
12. Race (-)
13. Gender (-)
14. Delinquent (-)
15. Academic support (+)
16. Career preparation (+)
17. Postsecondary support (+)
18. Employment/vocational
training (+)
19. Supervised housing (+)
20. Independent living needs
assessment (+)
21. Budgeting program (+)
22. Mentoring (+)
23. Participation in YAP (+)
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
The primary purpose of this study was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk,
and systematic promotive characteristics that best predicted higher educational attainment among
foster care youths and young adults who age out of the foster care system. Additionally, the
researcher further explored demographic and systematic promotive factors that best predicted
enrollment in postsecondary education among a subsample of young adults who aged out of
foster care. Bivariate analyses of interrelationships were also conducted to examine significant
relationships among educational attainment and several other categorical variables of interest.
In this chapter, the researcher presents the results of the various analyses conducted in
this study. The researcher organized the data analysis according to the study’s research
objectives and presented the findings in several tables in this chapter. First, to address objective
1, the researcher describes the demographic characteristics of the foster youth respondents
between the ages 14 and 17. Table 5 presents the frequencies and percentages of the
demographics. The researcher then describes the systematic risks and systematic promotive
characteristics of the foster youth respondents as shown in Table 6 and 7, respectively. To
address objective 2, a description of the demographic and systematic factors of the subsample of
157 young adults who aged out of foster care between the ages of 18 and 22 is displayed in Table
8 and Table 9. Results from cross tabs and chi-square analyses in objective 3a and 3b are
presented in Table 10 and Table 11. The researcher then presents results from the multiple
regression analysis in objective 4. Lastly, the researcher presents the results from the binary
logistic regression analysis as mentioned in objective 5. Each analysis involving hypothesis
testing used a significance level of 0.05. However, findings that met the 0.01 and 0.001
significance level were also reported.
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Characteristics of Foster Youths
Objective 1
Objective 1 was to describe the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics of foster care youths currently in the foster care system. The demographic
characteristics included variables such as age, race, gender, educational level. The systematic
risk characteristics described were length of stay in foster care, number of placement moves, type
of placement (group homes, foster homes, residential facility, relative placement), and type of
maltreatment, and whether or not the youths were in special education. The systematic
promotive characteristics of the above mentioned respondents included whether or not the youths
received services that were either paid for or provided by a child welfare agency such as: YAP
services, academic supportive services, mentoring, postsecondary supportive services, budgeting
program, and employment or vocational training services, and career preparation.
The descriptive analysis used to address objective 1 was based on a sample of 1,266
foster care youths who completed the NYTD survey during the October 2011 through March
2012 reporting period. The findings from descriptive analyses of the youths’ survey responses
are displayed in Tables 5-7. Of the 1,266 foster youths who reported their gender on the NYTD
survey, 614 were males (48.5%) and 652 were females (51.5%). Of the youths who reported
their race, 743 (58.6%) were Black or African-American, 516 (40.8%) Caucasian or White, and
63 (4.9%) of American Indian or Alaska Native descent. Respondents in other categories of race
included 51 (4.1%) Hispanic, 16 (1.2%) Asian, and 8 (0.6%) reported being Native Hawaiian or
Pacific Islander. The average age of respondents in this sample of youths presently in foster care
was 15.5 years (SD = 1.1).
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The educational attainment of the respondents was a variable of interest in this study.
Respondents reported on the survey their current education level which was operationalized as
the last grade completed or years completed. The average number of years completed was 8.4
(SD=1.4). The minimum grade level completed was 5th grade and the maximum grade level
completed was 13 or postsecondary education. 19 (1.5%) of the respondents reported the 5th
grade or below as their last grade completed. The researcher created and recoded a variable to
capture the proportion of education completed as expected according to the youths’ age. The
average proportion of completed education was 0.86 or 86% (SD=0.12). The researcher also
recoded a variable to display the number of respondents who were on or above their expected
grade level or below grade level. Of the 1,266 respondents that reported their last grade
completed, 321 (25.3 %) were on or above their expected education level, and 945 (74.6%) were
below their expected education level.
Table 5. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents ages 14-17

Demographics
Gender
Male
Female

n=1266

(%)

614
652

(48.5)
(51.5)

743
516
16
51
63
8

(58.6)
(40.8)
(1.2)
(4.1)
(4.9)
(0.6)

M

SD

15.5

1.1

Race
Black
Caucasian/White
Asian
Hispanic
American Indian/Alaska Native
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Age
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(Table 5. continued)
Demographics
Education Level
Highest grade completed
5th
6th
7th
8th
9th
10th
11th
12th
13

n=1266

19
73
218
416
283
155
75
15
12

(%)

Total N=1266

945
321

SD

8.4

1.4

.86

.12

(1.5)
(5.7)
(17.2)
(32.8)
(22.3)
(12.2)
(5.92)
(1.1)
(0.9)

Proportion Completed Education
On or above expected education level
No
Yes

M

(74.6)
(25.36)

100%

Figure 1 presents a box and whisker plot of the mean and standard deviation of
years completed by the youths according to their age. The box and whisker plot provides
information such as the median, upper and lower quartile, mean, and standard deviation
(http://ellerbruch.nmu.edu/cs255/jnord/boxplot.html). Of the 14 year old respondents (n=262),
the average highest grade completed was 7.2 (SD=1.02). Those that reported an age of 15
(n=361) completed an average grade of 8.0 (SD=1.04). The average grade completed for the 16
year olds (n=364) was 8.7 (SD=1.25). Lastly, the average grade completed for the 17 year old
respondents (n=279) was 9.4 (SD=1.46).
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Figure 1. Box and Whisker Plot of Mean (SD) of Years Completed by Age
Table 6 displays results of the respondents’ systematic risk characteristics. Systematic
risk factors for 1,266 foster care youths were derived from child welfare administrative data.
Descriptive analysis revealed that the average length of time the foster care youths remained in
foster care was 44.2 months or 3.5 years (SD=41.2 months). A majority of the respondents
(77.3%) spent less than five years in the foster care system. On the other hand, 287 (22.6%) of
the respondents were in foster care for five years or more. Analysis of the frequency of the
youths’ placement changes revealed that the average number of placement moves was 6.4
(SD=6.17). Findings further revealed that 882 (69.6%) of the 1,266 foster youths had fewer than
seven placement moves. Three hundred eighty-four (30.3%) of the youths had seven or more
placement moves. Data were also collected on the type of maltreatment which was conceptually
defined as the reason the youths were placed in foster care. A majority of the foster youths were
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in foster care because of neglect (n=911; 71.9%). Other youths were in care because of physical
abuse (8.1%), sexual abuse (5.8%), and other reasons (2.4%).
There were several placement types or settings in which the youths were placed during
their stay in foster care. Most of the youths were placed with a certified foster family (n=355;
28%). While only 49 (3.8%) of youths were placed with a certified relative, 201 (15.8%) were
placed with a noncertified relative. One hundred sixty youths (12.6%) were placed in residential
facilities. Other types of settings in which the youths were placed included the group home
(n=73; 5.7%), emergency shelter (n=64; 5.0%), and pre-adoptive homes (n=61; 4.8%). Only a
small percentage of foster youths was placed in a psychiatric hospital (n=25; 1.9%) or juvenile
detention (n=20; 1.8%).
Table 6. Systematic Risk Characteristics for Respondents Ages 14-17
Risk Factors

n

Length of stay in care

(%)

1119

M

SD

44.2

41.2

6.4

6.17

In care >5 years
No
Yes

979
287

(77.3)
(22.6)

Number of placement moves
Respondent > 7 moves
No
Yes
Type of maltreatment
Neglect
Physical Abuse
Sexual Abuse
Other

882
384

(69.6)
(30.3)

911
103
74
31

(71.9)
(8.1)
(5.8)
(2.4)
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(Table 6. continued)
Risk Factors

Type of Placement
Noncertified relative
Certified relative
Certified Foster family
Residential
Group home
Shelter
Pre-adoptive
Psychiatric hospital
Detention

n

(%)

201
49
355
160
73
64
61
25
20

M

SD

(15.8)
(3.8)
(28.0)
(12.6)
(5.7)
(5.0)
(4.8)
(1.9)
(1.8)

Total N=1266

NYTD survey participants were also asked to report if they received specific promotive
services that were either paid for or provided by their local child welfare agency. One thousand
two hundred sixty-six respondents reported whether or not they received special education
services. The frequencies and percentages of the different services received are shown in Table
7. Three hundred forty-seven (27.4%) of the youths reported that they received special education
services during the six month reporting period. However, a majority of the youth reported that
they had not received special education services (n=919; 72.5%). When asked about whether or
not they received academic support, 379 (29.9%) reported that they received academic support as
compared to 887 (70%) that reported they had not received academic support. The youths also
reported if they received postsecondary support despite their ages. As expected, 81 (6.4%)
reported receiving postsecondary support, while 1185 (93.6%) reported that they had not
received postsecondary support during the six month reporting period. Youths were also asked
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about receipt of services such as budgeting, mentoring, career preparation, and YAP. Four
hundred fifty-nine (36.2%) youths reported that they participated in a budgeting program;
whereas, 808 (63.7%) reported that they had not participated in a program to teach them how to
budget their finances. Similarly, 331 (26.1%) youths responded that the state paid for or
provided them with career preparation. However, a large majority of the youths (n=935; 73.8%)
reported not having received career preparation services during the six month reporting period.
When asked if they received employment or vocational training, 145 (11.4%) youths reported
that they had received that service; however, most of the youths (n=1121; 88.5%) had not
received employment or vocational training during the reporting period. The NYTD survey also
asks about the youths’ receipt of mentoring services. Although the majority (n=1040; 82.1%)
reported not having received mentoring services, 226 (17.8%) youths did report that they
received mentoring services either paid for or provided by the local child welfare agency.
Lastly, child welfare data documented youths’ participation in the YAP program which is
primarily for youths ages 18-21. Sixty-five (5.1%) youths reported receiving YAP services. A
majority of the youths (n=1,201; 94.8%) had not received YAP services which is expected for
this age group.
Table 7. Systematic Promotive Characteristics of Respondents Ages 14-17
Services Provided
or Paid for by Agency

n

(%)

Special education
No
Yes

919
347

(72.5)
(27.4)

Academic support
No
Yes

887
379

(70.0)
(29.9)
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M

SD

(Table 7. continued)
Services Provided
or Paid for by Agency

n

Postsecondary support
No
Yes
Budgeting program
No
Yes
Career preparation
No
Yes

(%)

1185
81

(93.6)
( 6.4)

807
459

(63.7)
(36.26)

935
331

(73.8)
(26.1)

Employment/vocational training
No
Yes

1121
145

(88.5)
(11.4)

Mentoring
No
Yes

1040
226

(82.1)
(17.8)

Participation in YAP
No
Yes

1201
65

(94.87)
(5.1)

Total N= 1,266

100%

M

SD

Characteristics of Young Adults
Objective 2
Objective 2 was to describe the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics of a subsample of 157 young adults who aged out of care. The young adults were
between the ages of 18 and 22 during the six month reporting period. Descriptive statistics on
demographic variables including age, race, gender, and educational level (operationalized as
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number of years completed and proportion of education completed as expected according to the
youths’ chronological age) were provided. Univariate statistics also described systematic
characteristics on whether or not the youths was adjudicated as a juvenile delinquent and if they
received services that were either paid for or provided by a child welfare agency including:
supervised housing, independent living needs assessment, academic supportive services,
postsecondary supportive services, budgeting program, and employment or vocational training
services, career preparation.
A summary of the demographic characteristics of the young adults who aged out of care
is displayed in Table 8. Of the 157 subsample of young adults who aged out of the system, there
were 98 (59%) female participants and 66 (40.2%) males. The majority of respondents in the
sample were Black or African-American (n=106; 67.5%). Fifty-one (32.4%) of the respondents
were Caucasian or White. Other young adults reported being American Indian or Alaska Native
(n=6; 3.8), Hispanic (n=4; 2.6%), and Asian (n=2; 1.2%). The average age of the respondents
was 18.6 years (SD= 0.8).
The educational attainment of these young adults, the outcome variable of interest, was
captured in the NYTD survey. The young adults were asked to report their highest grade level
completed. The average level of education (number of years completed) was 11.7 (SD=1.3). Of
the 157 young adults who completed the NYTD survey, 4 (2.5%) reported that their last grade
completed was the 8th grade. Six (3.8%) of the young adults reported that their highest grade
completed as the 9th grade. Nineteen (12.1%) young adults reported that their educational level
as 10th grade; 31 (19.7%) completed the 11th grade. Of the 157 young adults, 36 (22.9%)
actually graduated from high school and 61 (38.8%) reported being enrolled in postsecondary
educational institutions. The researcher created additional variables from the educational
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information reported by the young adults to better describe their educational attainment. The
average proportion of education completed by the young adults (n=157) according to their age
was 0.94 (SD=0.09). A further evaluation of the young adults educational attainment revealed
79 (48.1%) young adults on or above their expected education level and a little over half of them
were below their expected education level (n=85; 51.8%).
Table 8. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents Ages 18-22
Demographics

n=157

(%)

Gender
Male
Female

66
98

(40.2)
(59.7)

106
51
2
4
6

(67.5)
(32.4)
(1.2)
(2.6)
(3.8)

M

SD

Race
Black
Caucasian/White
Asian
Hispanic
American Indian/Alaska Native
Age
Education Level
Highest grade completed
8th
9th
10th
11th
12th
13

4
6
19
31
36
61

Total N=157

85
79
100%

81

0.8

11.7

1.3

0.94

0.09

(2.5)
(3.8)
(12.1)
(19.7)
(22.9)
(38.8)

Proportion Completed Education
On or above expected level of education
No
Yes

18.6

(51.8)
(48.1)

Young adult NYTD survey participants were asked about their involvement with the
criminal justice system (if they were adjudicated delinquent). They were also asked whether or
not they received specific services that were either paid for or provided by the child welfare
agency. Respondents answered “yes” or “no” to these questions. Frequencies and percentages of
the responses are shown in Table 9. When asked to report if they had been adjudicated
delinquent, a large majority, 150 (96.1%), reported “no.” Only a small number of young adults
had been adjudicated as having committed a crime (n=6; 3.8%).
There were several questions on the survey that inquired about receipt of services. Of the
157 young adults in the subsample, 44 (28%) reported that they were receiving supervised
housing services. However, nearly two-thirds of the respondents (n=113; 71.9%) had not
received supervised housing that was either paid for or provided by the child welfare agency.
When asked about academic support, 73 (46.5%) reported that they received this service through
the child welfare agency within the six-month reporting period. Over half of the respondents, 84
(53.5%) noted that they had not received any academic support through the agency. Similarly,
66 (42%) of the young adults reported that they did receive postsecondary supportive services by
the agency. However, a larger number (n=91; 57.9%) reported that they had not received
postsecondary support during the specific reporting period. When asked about participation in
budgeting program to teach money management, a majority reported that they had participated in
such a program (n=95; 60.5%). Sixty-two (39.4%) had not participated in a budgeting program.
Young adults were also asked about receipt of career preparation services, and 88
(56.0%) reported that they received this service. On the contrary, 69 (43.9%) reported not
having received services to help prepare them for a career. When asked about receipt of
employment and vocational training services to prepare for the labor force, only 41 (26.1%)
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responded that they received this service. One hundred sixteen (73.8%) had not received
employment or vocational training during the specific reporting period. Young adults were also
given an opportunity to report if they received mentoring services during the specific six month
reporting period. Only 31 (19.7%) reported receipt of mentoring services. However, a large
majority responded no, that they had not received any mentoring services (n=126; 80.2%). On
the other hand, several young adults (n=134; 85.3%) reported “yes” to receipt of an independent
living needs assessment. Only 23 (14.6%) responded that they had not received an assessment
during the six month reporting period.
Table 9. Systematic Risk & Promotive Characteristics of Respondents Ages 18-22
Variable
Risk Factor
Delinquent
No
Yes

n=157

(%)

150
6

(96.1)
(3.8)

113
44

(71.9)
(28.0)

Academic support
No
Yes

84
73

(53.5)
(46.5)

Postsecondary support
No
Yes

91
66

(57.9)
( 42.0)

Budgeting program
No
Yes

62
95

(39.4)
(60.5)

Career preparation
No
Yes

69
88

(43.9)
(56.0)

Promotive Factors
Supervised housing
No
Yes
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(Table 9. continued)
Variable
Promotive Factors
Employ/voc. training
No
Yes

n=157

(%)

116
41

(73.8)
(26.1)

Mentoring
No
Yes

126
31

(80.2)
(19.7)

Independent living need assessment
No
Yes

23
134

(14.6)
(85.3)

Total N=157

100%

Bivariate Analyses of Interrelationships
Objective 3
Objective 3 was to explore significant interrelations among educational attainment
(measured as a binary level variable) and several binary variables including race, gender, and
other systematic factors using appropriate statistics such as cross tabulations and chi-square
analysis. Objective 3a used cross tabulation and chi-square analyses to explore relationships
between the above mentioned variables using data from the sample of 1,266 youths who were in
foster care at the time of the interview. For objective 3a, educational attainment was measured
as a binary variable coded as 0 if the youth was below education level or 1 if the youth was on or
above their education expected level of education according to their respective chronological
age. Objective 3b used cross tabulations and chi-square analyses to explore relationships
between variables using data from the subsample of 157 young adults who aged out of foster
care. For objective 3b, educational attainment was defined as enrollment in postsecondary
education. It was operationalized as a binary variable and was coded as 0 if the youth was
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enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview or 1 if the youth was not
enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview.
To examine the relationship between youths’ educational attainment and demographic
variables such as race and gender, the researcher generated cross-tabulations and conducted 2 x 2
chi-square analyses. Table 10 presents results from the cross tabulations and chi-square
analyses. Analyzing the relationship between youths’ educational attainment and their gender
revealed that more females (n=200; 30.6%) were on or above their expected level of education
for their chronological age than were males (n=121; 19.7%). While slightly less than half
(n= 452; 69.3%) of the females were below their expected level of education according to their
chronological age, over half (n=493; 80.2%) of the males were below their expected education
level with respect to their chronological age. Moreover, chi-square analyses revealed a highly
significant relationship between youths’ educational attainment (whether or not youths were on
or above their expected level of education according to their respective chronological age) and
their gender, X2 (1, N=1,266) = 20.09, p= <.001.

The relationship between youths’ race and

educational attainment was also analyzed. One hundred sixty-two (21.8%) African-American
foster youths were on or above their expected level of education as compared to 159 (30.4%)
non-blacks. On the contrary, 581 (78.2%) African-American youths were below their expected
education level, whereas 364 (69.6%) non-blacks were below their expected grade level
according to their respective chronological age. The relationship between youths’ educational
attainment and being black was significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) = 11.9, p=.001. When assessing the
relationships between youth’s educational attainment and the white race, slightly fewer (n=146;
28.2%) whites were on or above their expected level of education than non-whites 175 (23.3%).
Additionally, fewer whites (n=370; 71.7%) were below their expected level of education than
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non-whites (n=575; 76.6%). Chi-square analysis revealed a significant relationship between
youths’ educational attainment and being identified as white X2 (1, N=1,266) =3.9, p=.04.
Table 10. Cross tabulations and Chi-Square Analysis of Education and Demographic
Variables among Age 14-17 sample
Educational Attainment
On or above expected Below expected
grade level
grade level

Variable

n (%)

n (%)

Gender
Female
Male

200 (30.6)
121 (19.7)

452 (69.3)
493 (80.2)

Race
Black
Yes
Non-black

162 (21.8)
159 (30.4)

581 (78.2)
364 (69.6)

White
Yes
Non-white

146 (28.2)
175 (23.3)

370 (71.7)
575 (76.6)

100%

* prob < .05

Total N= 1,266

χ2

p

20.09***

< .001

11.9 **

.001

3.9*

.04

** p < .01

*** p < .001

The relationship between the foster youths’ educational attainment and their type of
maltreatment (or the reason the youths were placed in foster care) were analyzed. Results of the
analysis are displayed in Table 11. Two-hundred twenty (24.1%) youths who were neglected
were on or above their expected educational level as compared to 101 (28.4%) who were not on
level. A larger majority (n=691; 75.8%) of the youths who were neglected were below their
expected level of education than those who were not neglected (n= 254; 71.5%). Chi-square
analyses further revealed that the relationship between the youths’ educational attainment and
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whether or not the youth were neglected was not significant, X2 (1, N=1266) = 2.49, p= .114.
Only a small number (n=30; 29.1%) of youths who were physically abused were on or above
their expected grade level as compared to 291 (25.0%) youths who were not physically abused.
Eight hundred seventy-two (74.9%) youths who were not physically abused were below their
expected level of education according to their chronological age as compared to 73 (70.8%)
youths who were physically abused. The relationship between educational attainment and
physical abuse was not significant at the p<.05 level, X2 (1, N=1266) = 0.84, p= .359.
Table 11. Cross tabulations and Chi-Square Analysis of Educational Attainment and
Type of Maltreatment among Ages 14-17
Educational Attainment
On or above expected Below expected
grade level
grade level
Variable
Type of maltreatment
Neglect
Yes
No

n (%)

n (%)

220 (24.1)
101 (28.4)

691 (75.8)
254 (71.55)

Physical abuse
Yes
No

30 (29.1)
291 (25.0)

73 (70.8)
872 (74.9)

Sexual Abuse
Yes
No

Total N= 1,266

25 (33.7)
296 (24.8)

49 (66.2)
896 (75.1)

100%

* prob < .05

χ2

p

2.49

.114

0.84

.359

2.94

.086

** p < .01

*** p < .001

Cross tabulations also revealed that a very small number (n=25; 33.7%) of youths who
were sexually abused were on or above their expected level of education as compared those who
were not sexually abused (n=296; 24.8%). Similarly, a much smaller number (n=49; 66.2%) of
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youths who were sexually abused were below their expected education level according to their
chronological age as compared to those who were not sexually abused (n=896; 75.1%). An
analysis of the relationship between youths’ educational attainment and if they were sexually
abused was not significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) = 2.94, p= .086.
Table 12 presents results from cross tabs and chi-square analyses to assess the
relationship between youths’ educational attainment and their type of placement while in foster
care. Of the youths who were in non-certified placements, 59 (29.3%) were on or above their
expected level of education as compared to 262 (24.6%) of the youths who were not placed with
a non-certified relative. One hundred forty-two (70.6%) of the youths placed with non-certified
relatives were below their expected level of education. A large percentage (n=803; 75.4 %) of
the youths who were not placed with non-certified relatives were below their expected level of
education. Chi-square analysis revealed that youths’ educational attainment was not
significantly associated with their placement with a non-certified relative, X2 (1, N=1,266)
= 2.01, p= .155.
The association among youths’ educational attainment and placement with certified
relatives was also examined. Twenty-three (46.9%) youths who were placed with certified
relatives were on or above their expected level of education as compared to 298 (24.4%) youths
who were not placed with certified relatives. Similarly, a small percentage (n=26; 53.0%) of
youths who were placed with certified relatives were below their expected level of education as
compared to 919 (75.5%) who were not placed with certified relatives. An analysis of the
relationship between youths’ level of education and their placement with certified relatives
revealed a highly significant association among the two variables, X2 (1, N=1,266) = 12.5,
p = < .001. Cross tabulations of placement with a certified foster parent and youths’ educational
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attainment revealed 106 (29.8%) of those placed with foster parents were on or above their
expected level of education. Two hundred fifteen (23.6%) youths not placed with a foster parent
were on or above their expected level of education according to their chronological age. Two
hundred forty-nine (70.1%) youths were below their expected grade level as compared to 696
(76.4%) of those that were not placed with a certified foster parent. Chi-square analysis to
examine the relationship between placement with a certified foster parent and youths educational
attainment was significant at the p<.05 alpha level, X2 (1, N=1,266) =5.28, p= .02.
Only 15 (20.5%) youths placed in group home facilities were on or above their expected
level of education, whereas 306 (25.6%) of those not placed in group home facilities were on or
above their expected level of education. Fifty-eight (79.4%) of the youths placed in group
homes were below their expected level of education as compared to 887 (74.3%) of those not
placed in group homes. An analysis of the relationship between placement in group homes and
youths educational attainment was not significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) =0.94, p= .331. Another
small number (n=29; 18.1%) of youths placed in residential facilities were on or above their
expected level of education as compared to 292 (26.4%) of those not placed in residential
facilities. One hundred thirty-one (81.8%) youths placed in residential facilities were below
their expected level of education according to their chronological age. Many youths not placed
in residential facilities were below their expected level of education (n=814; 73.6%). Chi-square
analyses further revealed a statistically significant relationship between youths’ educational
attainment and placement in residential facilities, X2 (1, N=1,266) =5.05, p = .02. Only 1 (5.0%)
youth placed in detention was on or above the expected level of education as compared to 320
(25.6%) youths not placed in detention. Nineteen (95.0%) of the youths in detention were
below their expected level of education as compared to 926 (74.3%) youths not placed in
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detention. Moreover, the analysis of the relationship between youths’ educational attainment and
placement in detention was significant at the p<.05 alpha level, X2 (1, N=1,266) =4.44, p = .03.
A small percentage of youths were also placed in emergency shelters (n=64; 5%). Nine (14.0%)
youths placed in emergency shelters were on or above their expected grade level as compared to
312 (25.9%) youths not placed in emergency shelters. Fifty-five (85.9%) youths in emergency
shelters were below their expected level of education as compared to 890 (74.0%) youths not
placed in emergency shelters. Chi-square analysis revealed a significant relationship between
youths’ educational attainment and their placement in an emergency shelter, X2 (1, N=1,266)
= 4.54, p= .03.
Table 12. Cross tabulations and Chi-Square Analysis of Educational Attainment and
Type of Placement among Ages 14-17
Educational Attainment
On or above expected
Below expected
grade level
grade level

Variable
Type of Placement
Noncertified relatives
Yes
No
Certified relatives
Yes
No

n (%)

n (%)

59 (29.3)
262 (24.6)

23 (46.9)
298 (24.4)

p

2.01

.155

12.5 ***

< .001

142 (70.6)
803 (75.4)

26 (53.0)
919 (75.5)

Certified foster parents
Yes
No

106 (29.8)
215 (23.6)

249 (70.1)
696 (76.4)

Group home
Yes
No

15 (20.5)
306 (25.6)

58 (79.4)
887 (74.3)
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χ2

5.28*

.02

0.94

.331

(Table 12. continued)
Educational Attainment
On or above expected
Below expected
grade level
grade level

Variable

n (%)

n (%)

Residential
Yes
No

29 (18.1)
292 (26.4)

131 (81.8)
814 (73.6)

Detention
Yes
No

1 (5.0)
320 (25.6)

19 (95.0)
926 (74.3)

Shelter
Yes
No

9 (14.0)
312 (25.9)

55 (85.9)
890 (74.0)

Total N= 1,266

100%

* prob < .05

χ2

p

5.05*

.024

4.44*

.035

4.54*

.033

** p < .01

*** p < .001

The researcher also conducted cross tabs and chi-square analyses to examine the
relationship between the youths’ educational attainment and their length of stay in foster care and
number of placement moves. Results of the analyses are displayed in Table 13. Sixty-four
(22.3%) youths who were in care for more than five years were on or above or above their
expected level of education as compared to 257 (26.2%) youths not in care for more than five
years. Two hundred twenty-three (77.7%) youths in care for five or more years were below their
expected grade level compared to 722 (73.7%) youths not in care more than five years.
Additionally, the analysis of the relationship between youths’ educational attainment and
their length of stay in foster care was not significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) =1.83, p= .176. When
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assessing educational differences among those youths with seven or greater placement moves, 80
(20.8%) youths were on or above their expected education level as compared to 241 (27.3%)
youths who did not have greater than seven placement moves. Three hundred four (79.1%)
youths with greater than seven placement moves were below their expected level of education as
compared to 641 (72.6%) youths with fewer than seven placement moves. An analysis of the
relationship between youths’ educational attainment and having greater than seven placement
moves revealed that the relationship was significant at the p<.05 alpha level, X2 (1, N=1,266)
=5.95, p = .01.
Table 13. Cross tabulations and Chi-Square Analysis of Education and
Other Systematic Risk Variables among Ages 14-17
Educational Attainment
On or above expected
grade level
Variable

n (%)

Length of stay in care > 5 yrs
Yes
64 (22.3)
No
257 (26.2)
Number of placement moves > 7
Yes
80 (20.8)
No
241 (27.3)
Total N= 1,266
100%

Below expected
grade level
n (%)

χ2

p

1.83

.176

223 (77.7)
722 (73.7)
5.95*
.01
304 (79.1)
641 (72.6)
* p < .05
** p < .01 *** p < .001

Educational Attainment and Systematic Promotive Factors
Relationships between foster youths’ educational attainment and systematic promotive
factors were also analyzed using cross tabulations and chi-square statistics. Table 14 presents
results from the analyses. Twenty-eight (43.0%) youths who participated in YAP were on or
above their expected grade level as compared to 293 (24.4%) non-YAP participants. On the
other hand, 37 (56.9%) youths who were YAP participants were below their expected grade level
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as compared to 908 (75.6%) non-YAP participants who were below their expected grade level.
Chi-square analysis further revealed that the relationship between participation in YAP and
youths’ educational attainment was significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) =11.3, p= .001. An assessment
of youths’ grade attainment and receipt of special education services revealed that 49 (14.1%)
youths who received special education services were on or above their expected grade level as
compared to 272 (29.6%) youths who did not receive special education services. Two hundred
ninety-eight (85.8%) youths who received special education services were below their grade
level as compared to 647 (70.4%) youths who did not receive special education services. The
chi-square analysis of this relationship between educational attainment and receipt of special
education services was highly significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) =31.87, p= <.001.
The cross-tabulations between educational attainment and mentoring revealed that 51
(22.5%) youths who reported receipt of mentoring services were on or above their expected level
of education as compared to 270 (25.9%) of those who had not received mentoring. On the other
hand, 175 (77.4%) youths who received mentoring were below their expected level of education
as compared to 770 (74.0%) youths who did not receive mentoring. The analysis of the
relationship between mentoring and youths’ educational attainment revealed no significant
findings, X2 (1, N=1,266) =1.13, p= .288. Eighty-two (21.6%) youths who received academic
support were on or above the expected grade level as compared to 239 (26.9%) who did not
receive academic support. Two hundred ninety-seven (78.3%) youths who received academic
support were below their expected grade level as compared to 648 (73.0%) youths who did not
receive academic support. The chi-square analysis revealed that academic support is
significantly associated with youths’ educational attainment, X2 (1, N=1,266) =3.95, p= .04.
Bivariate analysis was also conducted to assess the relationship between youths’ educational
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attainment and postsecondary support. Thirty (37.0%) youths who received postsecondary
support were on or above their expected grade level as compared to 291 (24.5%) youths who had
not received postsecondary support. On the other hand, 51 (62.9%) youths who received
postsecondary support were below their expected grade level as compared to 894 (75.4%) youths
who had not received postsecondary support. Chi-square analysis further revealed a significant
association between youths’ educational attainment and receipt of postsecondary supportive
services, X2 (1, N=1,266) =6.23, p= .01. Lastly, the researcher assessed the relationship between
receipt of employment or vocational training and youths’ educational attainment. Thirty-three
(22.7%) youths who received employment training were on or above their expected grade level
according to their respective chronological age as compared to 288 (25.6%) youths who did not
receive employment or vocational training. One hundred twelve (77.2%) youths who received
employment training were below their expected grade level according to their chronological age
as compared to 833 (74.3%) youths who had not received employment training. The statistical
analysis of the relationship between receipt of employment or vocational training and youths’
educational attainment revealed the relationship was not significant, X2 (1, N=1,266) =0.583,
p = .445.
Postsecondary Enrollment and Demographics
Bivariate analyses were also conducted to explore the demographic and systematic
factors associated with enrollment in postsecondary education among a subsample of young
adults (n=157) who age out of foster care. Table 15 displays the results of the cross-tabulations
and chi-square analyses. Among the young adult respondents, 22 (33.3%) young adults who
were male were enrolled in postsecondary educational programs as compared to 39 (42.8%)
young adults who were female.
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Table 14. Cross tabulations and Chi-Square Analysis of Education and Systematic Promotive
Variables among Ages 14-17
Educational Attainment
On or above expected
grade level
Variable
Participation in YAP
Yes
No

Below expected
grade level

n (%)

n (%)

28 (43.0)
293(24.4)

37 (56.9)
908 (75.6)

Special education
Yes
No

49 (14.1)
272 (29.6)

298 (85.8)
647 (70.4)

Mentoring
Yes
No

51 (22.5)
270 (25.9)

175 (77.4)
770 (74.0)

Academic support
Yes
No

31.87***

82 (21.6)
239 (26.9)

p
.001

<.001

1.13

.288

3.95 *

.04

6.23*

.01

0.58

.445

297 (78.3)
648 (73.0)

Postsecondary support
Yes
No

30 (37.0)
291 (24.5)

51 (62.9)
894 (75.4)

Employ/voc. training
Yes
No

33 (22.7)
288 (25.6)

112 (77.2)
833 (74.3)

Total N= 1,266

χ2
11.3**

100%

* p < .05

** p < .01

*** p < .001

On the other hand, 44 (66.7%) young adults who were male were not enrolled in postsecondary
education as compared to 52 (57.1%) young adults who were female. An analysis of the
relationship between the young adults’ gender and enrollment in postsecondary education
revealed the relationship was not significant, X2 (1, N=157) =1.46, p = .227. Thirty-eight
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(35.8%) young adults who were African-American were enrolled in postsecondary education as
compared to 23 (45.1%) non-African-Americans who were enrolled in postsecondary education.
Sixty-eight (64.1%) young adults who were African-American were not enrolled in
postsecondary education as compared to 28 (54.9%) non-African-American young adults. Chisquare analyses further revealed a non-significant relationship between the African-American or
black race and enrollment in postsecondary education among the subsample of young adults, X2
(1, N=157) =1.23, p= .266. Twenty-two (43.1%) young adults who were white were enrolled in
postsecondary education as compared to 39 (36.7%) non-whites. On the other hand, 29 (56.8%)
white respondents reported no enrollment in postsecondary as compared to 67 (63.2%) nonwhite respondents. Additionally, the analysis of the relationship between being white and
enrollment in postsecondary education revealed the relationship was not significant, X2 (1,
N=157) =0.583, p= .445.
One (16.6%) young adults who was delinquent was enrolled in postsecondary as
compared to 60 (40.0%) young adults who were not adjudicated delinquent. Five (83.3%) young
adults who reported being delinquent were not enrolled in postsecondary as compared to 90
(60.0%) who were not delinquent. Chi-square analysis to assess the relationship between
delinquent behavior and enrollment in postsecondary education revealed the relationship was not
significant at the p<.05 alpha level, X2 (1, N=157) =1.31, p= .251.
Cross-tabulations analyses also revealed that 57 (38.0%) young adults who participated in
YAP were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 4 (57.1%) young adults who were
not enrolled in YAP. Ninety-three (62.0%) young adult YAP participants were not enrolled in
postsecondary education as compared to 3 (42.8%) non-YAP participants. An analysis of the
relationship between participation in YAP and enrollment in postsecondary education showed
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the relationship was not significant, X2 (1, N=157) =1.03, p= .310. Thirteen (41.9%) young
adults who reported receiving mentoring were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared
to 48 (38.1%) who had not received mentoring. On the contrary, 18 (58.0%) young adults who
had not received mentoring were not enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 78
(61.9%) who had not received mentoring. However, the chi-square analysis provided no
evidence to support a significant relationship between mentoring and enrollment in
postsecondary among the young adults who aged out of foster care, X2 (1, N=157) =0.15,
p= .694.
Twenty-six (35.6%) young adults who received academic support were enrolled in
postsecondary education as compared to 35 (41.6%) young adults who had not received
academic support. Forty-seven (64.3%) young adults who received academic support were not
enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 49 (58.3%) young adults who did not
receive academic support. The relationship between receipt of academic support and enrollment
in postsecondary education was not significant, X2 (1, N=157) =0.60, p= .438.
A large percentage of young adults (n=35; 53.0%) who reported receiving postsecondary
support were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 26 (28.5%) who did not
receive postsecondary support. Thirty-one (46.9%) young adults who received postsecondary
support were not enrolled in a postsecondary education program as compared to 65 (71.4%)
young adults who had not received postsecondary support. The chi-square analysis of the
relationship showed the relationship was significant, providing evidence of a strong association
between receipt of postsecondary support and enrollment in postsecondary education, X2 (1,
N=157) =9.63, p= .002. Sixteen (39.0%) young adults who received employment and
vocational training were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 45 (38.7%) young
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adults who had not received employment or vocational training. Twenty-five (60.9%) of the
young adults who received employment or vocational training were not enrolled in
postsecondary education as compared to 71 (61.2%) young adults who had not received
employment training. Moreover, an analysis of the relationship between receipt of employment
training and enrollment in postsecondary education revealed the relationship was not significant,
X2 (1, N=157) =0.0007, p= .979.
The researcher also conducted bivariate analyses to assess the relationship between career
preparation and enrollment in postsecondary education. Thirty-two (36.3%) young adults who
received career preparation were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 29 (42.0%)
young adults who had not received career preparation services. Fifty-six (63.6%) young adults
who received career preparation services were not enrolled in postsecondary education as
compared to 40 (57.9%) young adults who had not received career preparation services.
Additionally, the chi-square analysis showed the relationship between receipt of career
preparation services and enrollment in postsecondary education was not significant, X2 (1,
N=157) =0.52, p= .470. Thirty-three (34.7%) young adults who received budgeting services
were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 28 (45.1%) young adults who did not
receive budgeting services. On the other hand, 62 (65.2%) young adults who received budgeting
services were not enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 34 (54.8%) young adults
who had not received budgeting services. An analysis of the relationship between participation in
a budgeting program and enrollment in postsecondary education showed the relationship was not
significant, X2 (1, N=157) =1.71, p= .190. The researcher also assessed the relationship between
enrollment in postsecondary education and receipt of supervised housing. Fifteen (34.8%) young
adults who received supervised housing were enrolled in postsecondary education as compared
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to 45 (42.0%) young adults who had not received supervised housing. Twenty-eight (65.1%)
young adults who received supervised housing was not enrolled in postsecondary education as
compared to 62 (57.9%) young adults who did not receive supervised housing. Furthermore, the
chi-square analysis showed the relationship between receipt of supervised housing and
enrollment in postsecondary education was not significant, X2 (1, N=157) =0.65, p= .417. The
last analysis including an assessment of the relationship between young adults’ receipt of
independent living needs assessment and enrollment in postsecondary education. Forty-six
(35.6%) young adults who received an independent living assessment were enrolled in
postsecondary education as compared to 14 (66.6%) young adults who had not received an
independent living assessment. On the other hand, 83 (64.3%) young adults who did not receive
an independent living assessment were not enrolled in postsecondary education as compared to 7
young adults who had not received an assessment. Chi-square analysis further revealed an
insignificant relationship between receipt of an independent living needs assessment and
enrollment in postsecondary education, X2 (1, N=157) =7.23, p= .007.
Table 15. Cross-tabulations and Chi-Square Analysis of Factors related to Educational
Attainment among Ages 18-22
Educational Attainment
Enrolled in
Postsecondary
Variable
Gender
Female
Male
Race
Black
Yes
Non-black

Not enrolled in
Postsecondary

n (%)

n (%)

39 (42.8)
22 (33.3)

52 (57.1)
44 (66.7)

38 (35.8)
23 (45.1)

68 (64.1)
28 (54.9)
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χ2
1.46

p
.227

1.23

.266

(Table 15. continued)
Educational Attainment
Enrolled in
Postsecondary

Not enrolled in
Postsecondary

Variable
White
Yes
Non-white

n (%)

n (%)

22 (43.0)
39 (36.7)

29 (56.8)
67 (63.2)

Delinquent
Yes
No

1 (16.6)
60 (40.0)

5 (83.3)
90 (60.0)

Participation in YAP
Yes
No

57 (38.0)
4 (57.1)

Mentoring
Yes
No
Academic support
Yes
No

p
.445

1.31

.251

1.03

.310

0.15

.694

93 (62.0)
3 (42.8)

13 (41.9)
48 (38.1)

18 (58.0)
78 (61.9)

26 (35.6)
35 (41.6)

0.60

.438

9.63**

.002

0.0007

.979

0.52

.470

1.71

.190

47 (64.3)
49 (58.3)

Postsecondary support
Yes
No

35 (53.0)
26 (28.5)

31 (46.9)
65 (71.4)

Employ/voc. training
Yes
No

16 (39.0)
45 (38.7)

25 (60.9)
71 (61.2)

Career preparation
Yes
No

32 (52.4)
29 (47.5)

56 (58.3)
40 (41.6)

Budgeting Program
Yes
No

χ2
0.4

33 (34.7)
28 (45.1)

62 (65.2)
34 (54.8)
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(Table 15. continued)
Educational Attainment
Enrolled in
Postsecondary
Variable

Not enrolled in
Postsecondary

n (%)

Supervised housing
Yes
No

n (%)

15 (34.8)
45 (42.0)

p

0.65

.417

7.23**

.007

28 (65.1)
62 (57.9)

Independent living assessment
Yes
No

χ2

46 (35.6)
14 (66.7)

N=157

83 (64.3)
7 (33.3)

* p < .05

** p < .01

*** p < .001

Multiple Regression Analysis
Objective 4
Objective 4 was to explore associations and significance of relationships between higher
educational attainment and several variables. A multiple regression analysis was conducted to
investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive factors that best
predicted higher educational attainment among foster care youths. The dependent variable in the
analysis was educational attainment which was defined as the proportion of years a youth
completed as expected according to their age. The variable was measured as a continuous level
variable that ranged from 0 to 1 (some youths who were enrolled in postsecondary had a score of
1.3). The independent variables included in the regression model were: race, gender, length of
stay in foster care, type of maltreatment (neglect, physical abuse, or sexual abuse), type of
placement (non-certified relative, certified relative, foster home, group home, emergency shelter,
101

residential facility, psychiatric facility, or detention), receipt of special education, academic
support services, postsecondary education support services, career preparation, budgeting,
mentoring, and employment and vocational training services. The analysis was conducted using
NYTD and child welfare administrative data for 1,266 youths who were in the foster care system
at the time of the interview. However, due to missing data, the total number of observations for
the model was n=1,103.
The estimates from the multiple regression analysis are presented in Table 16. Results
from the analysis showed that the F-statistic of 5.41 was highly significant at the p<.001 alpha
level. The significant F-statistic allowed the researcher to reject the null hypothesis that the
R2 = 0 and that the model explains none of the variation in the dependent variable. The overall
fit of the model was good. Additionally, the R2 of 0.111 indicated that 11% of the variance in
youths’ educational attainment is explained by the regression model.

Furthermore, based on the

results of the model, the following variables were statistically significant at the 95% confidence
level: (a) gender, (b) black, (c) length of stay in care, (d) neglect, (e) physical abuse, (f) certified
relative, (g) academic support, (h) special education, and (i) postsecondary support.
When examining the effects of gender on youths’ educational attainment, the regression
analysis revealed that gender has a strong influence on youths’ educational attainment. The
negative relationship of the beta coefficient indicates that foster care youths who are male
achieve significantly lower educational attainment (b= -0.024, t=-3.32). Moreover, a one unit
change in gender results in a 0.024 decrease in youths’ educational attainment while controlling
for the effects of other variables. The analysis provides strong evidence to support the idea that
males in foster care are considerably less likely than females in foster care to have higher
educational attainment.
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When analyzing the effects of racial variables on youths’ educational attainment, being
black was the only race that showed a significant effect (b = -0.022, t = -3.04). The direction of
the coefficient also signified a negative relationship between being black and achieving higher
educational attainment. This finding reveals that blacks are significantly less likely than youth of
other races to achieve higher educational attainment. On the contrary, the researcher found no
evidence to support the notion that other races included in the model had an effect on youths’
educational attainment. In other words, being of Hispanic, or of another race (including Asian,
Hawaiian, and American Indian) showed no significant effect on youths’ educational attainment
(b = 0.018, t = 1.05 and b =.018, t = 1.28 respectively).
The effect of the youths’ length of stay in foster care on their educational attainment was
analyzed. Although the literature supports a negative relationship among the variables, the
analysis revealed that the length of time that a youth is in foster care has a strong positive effect
on youths’ educational attainment (b = 0.0002, t = 2.06). The findings reveal that the longer
youths’ stay in foster care, they are more likely to achieve a significantly higher level of
education.
A variable to assess the influence of the number of times a youth changes placements on
their educational attainment was also included in the model. Although the analysis revealed a
negative relationship among the placement move variable, the number of times a youth moves or
changes placement showed no significant effect on youths’ educational attainment.
The researcher also assessed the effect of the type of maltreatment (neglect, physical
abuse, sexual abuse) a youth experienced on their educational attainment. Each of the three
maltreatment variables was significantly related to youths’ educational attainment. Results from
the analysis provided strong evidence to support that the neglect variable has a significantly
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negative effect on youths’ educational attainment (b = -0.056, t = -2.56). Furthermore, youths
who are neglected are more likely to achieve lower educational attainment than those youths who
were not neglected. The effect of physical abuse on a youths’ educational attainment was also
analyzed. Similarly, the findings showed that physical abuse has a significantly negative effect
on youths’ educational attainment (b = -0.050, t = -2.05). The results provide evidence to
support the idea that youths who were physically abused achieve lower educational attainment
than those youths who have not suffered physical abuse. The sexual abuse variable included in
the type of maltreatment cluster also showed a significant effect on youths’ educational
attainment (b = 0.052, t = -2.02). This finding indicates that youths who are sexually abused are
also significantly less likely to achieve higher educational attainment than those youths who
were not sexually abused.
The researcher also analyzed a cluster of variables to describe the effect of placement
type on foster youths’ educational attainment. Of the nine placement types included in the
regression model, only one variable was significantly related. Placement with a certified relative
showed a significant positive effect on youths’ educational attainment (b = 0.044, t = 2.12). An
implication of this finding is that foster youths who are placed with certified relatives are
considerably more likely than their counterparts to obtain significantly higher educational
attainment. Although placement with non-certified relatives, a foster parent, and group home
also revealed a positive relationship, the coefficients for the variables were not significant
(b = 0.012, t = 0.86; b = 0.007, t = 0.59; b = 0.002, t = 0.12 respectively). Other placement
types that showed a negative relationship but no significant effect on youths’ educational
attainment included: detention, pre-adoptive home, emergency shelter, residential facility, and
psychiatric facility.
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The effects of the cluster of systematic service variables on educational attainment were
also investigated in the analysis. The academic support variable was significantly associated
with educational attainment (b = -0.23, t = -2.32). Inconsistent with previous literature, the
negative coefficient suggests that youths who received academic support are less likely to
achieve higher educational attainment. The special education variable was also statistically
significant (b = -0.045, t = -5.24) providing strong evidence to support the notion that youths
who are in special education are considerably less likely to achieve higher educational attainment
than those in regular education. The other variable to show a strong, positive effect on
educational attainment was receipt of postsecondary support (b = 0.061, t = 3.75). The statistical
significance and positive direction of the coefficient suggests that youths who receive
postsecondary support are more likely to achieve higher educational attainment than those who
do not receive postsecondary support.
The coefficients for the following systematic promotive variables were not statistically
significant including: mentoring, budgeting program, employment or vocational training, and
career preparation. These findings suggest receipt of mentoring, budgeting, and employment and
career related services are not important factors in increasing youths’ educational attainment
when controlling for the effects of other variables.
Table 16. OLS Regression Estimates for a Model of Predictors of Higher Educational
Attainment among Foster Care Youths
Variable

b

S.E

t

Constant

0.946

0.025

36.5***

Gender (-)

-0.024

0.007

-3.32**

-0.022
0.018

0.007
0.017

-3.04**
1.05

Race
Black (-)
Hispanic (+)
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(Table 16. continued)

Variable

S.E

t

0.018

0.014

1.28

Length of stay in care (+)

0.0002

0.0001

2.06*

Number of placement moves (-)

-0.001

0.0007

-1.46

Type of maltreatment
Neglect (-)
Physical abuse (-)
Sexual abuse (-)

-0.056
-0.050
-0.052

0.021
0.024
0.025

-2.56*
-2.05*
-2.02*

Type of placement
Non-certified relative (+)
Certified relative (+)
Foster parent (+)
Detention (-)
Pre-adoptive (-)
Shelter (-)
Group home (+)
Residential (-)
Psychiatric hospital (-)

0.012
0.044
0.007
-0.055
-0.017
-0.010
0.002
-0.012
-0.0009

0.014
0.021
0.013
0.029
0.019
0.193
0.018
0.015
0.026

0.86
2.12*
0.59
-1.90
-0.87
-0.56
0.12
-0.84
-0.03

Systematic services
Academic Support (-)
Special Education (-)
Career Preparation (-)
Postsecondary Support (+)
Employ/Voc Training(-)
Mentoring (+)
Budgeting Program (+)

-0.023
-0.045
-0.005
0.061
-0.023
0.013
0.016

0.010
0.008
0.012
0.163
0.013
0.010
0.010

-2.32*
-5.24***
-0.40
3.75***
-1.66
1.27
1.57

Other race (+)

N = 1103
R2 = 0.1116
Adjusted R2 = 0.091

b

* p < .05 ** p < .01

*** p < .001 two- tailed test

Table 17 presents the variance inflation factors (VIF) for the multiple regression model.
The regression model was examined for multicollinearity (a perfect linear relationship among
some or all of the independent variables) which often occurs when the same variable is included
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in a model. The variance inflation factor (VIF) is a measure of collinearity among independent
variables in a regression model. A VIF value of lower than ten indicates that collinearity does
not exist among the independent variables. The mean VIF for the regression model in this study
was 1.90 suggesting that there is not an exact linear relationship among the independent
variables included in the regression model in this study. Multicollinearity thus is ruled out as a
concern for the models tested here.
Table 17. Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) Regression Analysis

Variable

VIF

1/VIF

Gender

1.09

0.91

1.06
1.04
1.02

0.94
0.95
0.98

Type of maltreatment
Neglect
Physical abuse
Sexual abuse

5.78
4.04
3.27

0.17
0.24
0.30

Type of placement
Foster family
Non-certified relative
Certified Relative
Detention
Residential

2.99
2.49
1.47
1.18
2.17

0.33
0.40
0.68
0.84
0.46

Type of placement
Group home
Shelter
Pre-adoptive
Psychiatric hospital

1.61
1.52
1.50
1.23

0.62
0.65
0.66
0.81

Race
Black
Hispanic
Other race
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(Table 17. continued)
Variable

VIF

1/VIF

Placement moves

1.58

0.63

Length of Stay in care

1.58

0.63

Systematic services
Academic support
Employment training
Postsecondary support
Special education
Mentoring
Career preparation
Budget

1.56
1.50
1.27
1.20
1.13
2.29
2.03

0.64
0.66
0.78
0.83
0.88
0.43
0.49

Mean VIF

1.90

Binary Logistic Regression
Objective 5
Objective 5 was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that best predicted enrollment in postsecondary education among young adults
who age out of the foster care system. Inferential statistics such as binary logistic regression were
used to predict the likelihood of young adults who age out of the system enrolling in
postsecondary education. The dependent variable for the regression model was postsecondary
enrollment measured as a dichotomous variable. The variable was coded 0 for young adults who
were not enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview and 1 for young adults
who were enrolled in postsecondary education at the time of the interview. Fourteen
independent variables were included in the model: gender, Hispanic, white, other race,
delinquent, academic support, supervised housing, career preparation, postsecondary support,
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employment/vocational training, participation in YAP, mentoring, independent living needs
assessment, and budgeting program.
Table 18 presents estimates from the binary regression analysis. Results of the analysis
showed that the likelihood ratio (LR) chi-square test statistic was significant at p<.05 alpha level,
X2 (14, N=145) = 27.82, p<0.015 which implies that the overall model fits the data well. As a
result, the researcher was able to reject the null hypothesis that the model does not explain any of
the variation in the dependent variable, enrollment in postsecondary education. Moreover,
although the McFadden’s pseudo-R2 was relatively small (pseudo R2 = 0.143), it was
significantly different from 0.
Of the 14 variables included in the model, only three variables were statistically
significant in predicting enrollment in postsecondary education: postsecondary support,
independent living needs assessment, and budgeting program. On the other hand, each of the
demographic variables including gender and race were unrelated to the likelihood of young
adults’ enrollment in postsecondary education. An analysis of the relationship between gender
and young adults’ enrollment in postsecondary enrollment showed the relationship was not
significant, (b = -0.24, z = -0.60). Moreover, the coefficient for Hispanic race was negative
indicating an insignificant association with enrollment in postsecondary education. Although
being white and of other races (i.e. American Indian, Asian, Hawaiian) had positive coefficients,
the relationships with enrollment in postsecondary education was not significant (b= 0.27, z =
0.65 and b = 0.67, z = 0.80 respectively). The coefficient for the one systematic risk factor
included in the model, the delinquent variable, was negative which reveals an insignificant
prediction of enrollment in postsecondary education (b = -1.19, z = -0.98). This finding suggests
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that being adjudicated delinquent does not affect the likelihood of whether or not young adults
will enroll in postsecondary education.
Further analysis of the relationships between enrollment in postsecondary education and
young adults’ receipt of services from the state agency showed mixed results. The coefficients
for academic support, employment or vocational training, and participation in YAP were
negative and also failed to achieve statistical significance at the 95% confidence level. Although
the coefficients for receipt of supervised housing, career preparation, and mentoring showed a
positive association, the relationship for each coefficient was insignificant at the p<0.05 alpha
level.
Analysis of the logistic regression model revealed that receipt of postsecondary support
by youths was the strongest predictor of the likelihood of enrollment into postsecondary
education (b = 1.59, z = 3.42). Additionally, the coefficient for postsecondary support could be
further described as a one-unit change in receipt of postsecondary support resulting in a 1.59
change in the log-odds ratio of enrollment in postsecondary education, controlling for the effects
of other independent variables in the model. In other words, young adults who receive
postsecondary support are more likely to enroll in postsecondary education. On the contrary,
both the independent living needs assessment (b = -1.26, z = -2.20) and budgeting variable (b =
-1.13, z = - 2.32) showed significant effects on enrollment, however, the coefficients were in the
wrong direction implying a negative association. The significant coefficient for the independent
living needs assessment variable would mean a one-unit change in receipt of independent living
needs assessment results in a 1.26 decrease in the log odds ratio of enrollment in postsecondary
education, controlling for the effects of other variables. Similarly, the direction of the budgeting

110

coefficient signifies that a one-unit change in receipt of budgeting services results in a 1.13
decrease in enrollment in postsecondary education.
Table 18. Binary Logistic Regression Estimates for a Model Predicting Likelihood of
Young Adults Enrollment in Postsecondary Education

Variable

b

SE

Constant

2.11

1.28

1.64

Gender (-)

-0.24

0.40

-0.60

Race
White (+)
Hispanic (-)
Other race (+)

0.27
-0.04
0.67

0.42
1.08
0.84

0.65
-0.04
0.80

Delinquent (-)

-1.19

1.22

-0.98

Systematic services
Academic support (-)
Supervised housing(+)
Career preparation (+)
Postsecondary support (+)
Employ/voc. training(-)
Participation in YAP (-)
Mentoring (+)
Ind. living assessment (-)
Budgeting Program
(-)

-0.59
0.19
0.22
1.59
-0.20
-1.43
0.07
-1.26
-1.13

0.45
0.43
0.52
0.46
0.47
1.16
0.51
0.57
0.49

-1.31
0.44
0.43
3.42***
-0.43
-1.24
0.15
-2.20*
-2.32*

N = 145
LR X2 (14) = 27.82
Prob > X2 = 0.0150

* prob < .05

** p < .01

[z]

*** p < .001 two-tailed test

Table 19 displays the VIF factors and mean VIF for the test of collinearity among
independent variables included in the logistic regression model. The mean VIF of 1.25 indicated
that multicollinearity does not exist among the variables. Multicollinearity thus is ruled out as a
concern for the models tested here.
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Table 19. Variance Inflation Factors (VIF) Binary Logistic Regression Analysis
Variable

VIF

1/VIF

Gender

1.08

0.92

1.09
1.10
1.14

0.91
0.91
0.87

Services provided
Academic support
Employment training
Postsecondary support
Supervised housing
Mentoring
Career preparation
Budget
Young adult program
Independent living assessment

1.45
1.26
1.33
1.12
1.13
1.89
1.55
1.12
1.10

0.69
0.79
0.74
0.88
0.88
0.53
0.64
0.89
0.91

Mean VIF

1.25

Race
White
Hispanic
Other race
Delinquent

The log odds ratios of the independent variables in the regression model were further
converted into predicted probabilities for further interpretation. Additionally, the marginal
effects and goodness of fit statistic (Count R2) were computed to provide additional information
about the model. The results of the probabilities, marginal effects and other statistical
computations are reported in Table 20.
The researcher used the fitstat command in STATA to generate the percentage of cases
that were correctly predicted. The count R2, or goodness of fit statistic, revealed that 69.7% of
the cases were predicted correctly. The marginal effects for each of the independent variables
were also reported. The marginal effect of being Hispanic on enrollment in postsecondary
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education revealed that a one unit change in being Hispanic results in a 0.01 probability of being
less likely to enroll in postsecondary education at its mean. The marginal effect of the white
variable implies that a one unit change in being white results in a 0.06 probability of enrolling in
postsecondary education at its mean. Although several other variables including being of other
races and receipt of mentoring, supervised housing, and career preparation services showed
positive effect on enrollment in postsecondary, the probabilities were not significant. Four other
variables such as employment or vocational training, participation in YAP, academic support,
and delinquent showed a negative and insignificant effect on the probability of change in
enrollment in postsecondary education.
The three variables with significant coefficients included: postsecondary support,
independent living needs assessment, and budgeting services. These results reveal that a one unit
change in receipt of postsecondary support results in a 0.371 increase in the probability of
enrollment in postsecondary education at its mean. The negative marginal effects for
independent living needs assessment revealed that a one unit change in receipt of independent
living needs assessment results in a 0.29 decrease in the probability of enrollment in
postsecondary education at its mean. Similarly, receipt of budgeting services was also
negatively associated with enrollment in postsecondary education. The marginal effect of
budgeting services is described as a one unit change in receipt of budgeting services results in a
0.26 decrease in the probability of enrollment in postsecondary education at its mean.
Figure 2 displays the distribution of the probabilities of young adults’ enrollment in a
postsecondary educational institution. Less than 40% of the young adult respondents are likely
to enroll in postsecondary education.
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Figure 2. Distribution of Probabilities of Postsecondary Enrollment

Table 20. Binary Logistic Regression Model:
Marginal Effects and Changes in Probabilities for Postsecondary Enrollment

Variable

minmax

01

Marg. Eff.

Std. Err

Gender

-0.056

-0.056

-0.057

0.093

-0.61

Race
Hispanic
White
Other race

-0.010
0.065
0.164

-0.010
0.065
0.164

-0.010
0.064
0.158

0.253
0.100
0.208

-0.04
0.65
0.79

Delinquent

-0.230

-0.230

-0.283

0.172

-1.33

Type of services
Mentoring
Supervised housing
Ind. living assess.
Budgeting
Employ. training
Career preparation
Postsecondary support
Academic support
YAP

0.018
0.046
-0.305
-0.269
-0.047
0.053
0.367
-0.138
-0.341

0.018
0.046
-0.305
-0.269
-0.047
0.053
0.367
-0.138
-0.341

0.018
0.045
-0.298
-0.269
-0.048
0.053
0.376
-0.140
-0.339

0.123
0.105
0.130
0 .111
0 .110
0.122
0.098
0.104
0.240

0.15
0.44
-2.34**
-2.40**
-0.43
0.44
3.71***
-1.33
-1.42

McFadden’s Count R2: 0.697
* prob < .05
** p < .01
*** p < .001 two-tailed test
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Summary
This purpose of this study was to investigate the factors that best predicted higher
educational attainment including enrollment in postsecondary education among foster care
youths and young adults who age out of foster care. To accomplish this goal, five objectives
were theoretically developed according to the previous literature. This section provided a
detailed description of the results from the data analyses conducted for each objective.
The first objective was to describe the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive characteristics of foster care youths currently in the foster care system. Foster youth
respondents answered questions on the NYTD survey regarding their age, race, gender, highest
grade level completed, and whether or not they received a wide variety of services that were
either paid for or provided by the state agency including: special education, YAP services,
academic supportive services, mentoring, postsecondary supportive services, budgeting program,
and employment or vocational training services, and career preparation. Additional
administrative information on foster youths’ number of placement moves, length of stay in foster
care, and type of maltreatment that warranted them being in foster care was obtained from the
local child welfare agency. The data were analyzed using descriptive statistics which provided a
cross-sectional observation of the youths.
The second objective was to describe the demographic and systematic risk and promotive
characteristics of a subsample of young adults who aged out of the foster care system. A sample
of 157 young adults completed the NYTD survey to report their age, race, gender, highest grade
completed, and whether or not they received the following services from a state level child
welfare agency such as: supervised housing, independent living needs assessment, academic
supportive services, postsecondary supportive services, budgeting program, and employment or

115

vocational training services, career preparation. Data provided on these young adults were also
analyzed and described using descriptive statistics.
The third objective, which included two parts (objective 3a and 3b), was to explore
significant interrelations among educational attainment (measured as a binary level variable) and
several binary variables including race, gender, and other systematic factors using appropriate
statistics such as cross tabulations and chi-square analysis. To address the first part of the
objective, the researcher conducted cross tabulations and chi-square analyses to explore the
relationship between educational attainment (whether or not youths were on or above their
expected level of education or below their expected level of education according to their
chronological age) and other demographic and systematic variables among the sample of 1,266
youths who were in foster care at the time of the interview. The data analysis revealed
significant relationships among youths’ educational attainment and their demographic
characteristics. More specifically, the relationships between youths’ educational attainment and
their gender and being of the black and white race were significant. Youths’ placement with
certified relatives while in foster care also showed strong significant association with their
educational attainment. Other types of placements that showed significant relationships with
youths’ educational attainment included: certified foster parent, residential facility, detention,
and in an emergency shelter. Whether or not youths had seven or greater placement moves was
also significantly related to youths educational attainment. The data also revealed significant
relationships between youths’ educational attainment and receipt of the following services:
participation in YAP, special education, academic support, and postsecondary support.
The second part of the third objective was to explore significant interrelationships
between enrollment in postsecondary education and several demographic and systematic
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characteristics among a subsample of young adults who aged out of foster care. Contrary to the
previous bivariate analyses, the data analysis for the young adult population revealed few
significant relationships. The relationship between receipt of postsecondary support and youths’
enrollment in postsecondary education was significant. Additionally, the data also revealed a
significant relationship between youths’ enrollment in postsecondary and receipt of independent
living needs assessment.
The fourth objective was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic
promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among youths in the foster
care system. The outcome variable was educational attainment, which was defined as the
proportion of years completed as expected according to the youths’ age. Twenty-five
independent variables were estimated in a multiple regression model. The data analysis showed
that the overall regression model was significant. The analysis further revealed that the strongest
predictor of higher educational attainment was receipt of postsecondary supportive services.
Among the demographics, being male and black were significant predictors of achieving lower
educational attainment. Furthermore, data revealed several systematic risk factors that were
significant predictors of lower educational attainment. Type of maltreatments such as neglect,
physical abuse, and sexual abuse each predicted lower educational attainment among foster care
youths. Of the nine placement types estimated in the model, placement with certified relatives
was the only significant predictor of higher educational attainment. Data analysis also showed
that length of stay in foster care is a predictor of higher educational attainment which is an
interesting and questionable finding. Youths’ receipt of special education was also a significant
predictor of lower educational attainment. The data also indicated that receipt of academic
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support was a significant predictor of lower educational attainment which is also questionable
and in need of further investigation.
The last objective of this study was also to investigate the demographic, systematic risk,
and systematic promotive factors that best predicted enrollment in postsecondary education
among young adults who age out of the foster care system. A binary logistic regression model
that included 14 independent variables was estimated to predict the likelihood of these young
adults pursuing higher educational attainment. The dependent variable analyzed in the model
was postsecondary enrollment measured as a dichotomous variable. The independent variables
estimated in the model included: gender, Hispanic, White, other race (American Indian, Asian,
Hawaiian), delinquent, academic support, supervised housing, career preparation, postsecondary
support, employment or vocational training, participation in YAP, mentoring, independent living
needs assessment, and budgeting program. Results from the logistic regression analysis revealed
that the overall model was significant. Consistent with the findings from the above multiple
regression analysis, data analysis for this objective also found evidence to support the notion that
receipt of postsecondary supportive services is a strong predictor of an increased probability of
enrollment into a postsecondary educational institution among young adults who age out of
foster care. On the contrary, receipt of independent living needs assessment and budgeting
services were predictors of decreased likelihood of enrolling in postsecondary. In other words,
these findings would suggest that young adults who receive budgeting services, assistance with
finances, and independent living needs assessment are less likely to achieve higher educational
attainment and enroll in postsecondary education. These findings are inconsistent with the
substantive literature and should be further investigated in future research.
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Table 21. Summary of Bivariate and Multivariate Findings
Objectives
Objective 3a
n=1266
Ages 14-17

Objective 3b
n= 157
Ages 18 - 22

Model (Hypothesis)

Findings

D.V. - Educational Attainment
Independent variables
1. Gender
2. Black
3. White
4. Participation in YAP
5. Non-certified relative
6. Certified relative
7. Certified foster family
8. Group home
9. Residential
10. Detention
11. Shelter
12. Neglect
13. Physical abuse
14. Sexual abuse
15. Length of stay in care
16. Number of placement moves
17. Mentoring
18. Special education
19. Postsecondary Support
20. Academic support
21. Employment/vocational
training
D.V.- Enrollment in Postsecondary
Education
Independent variables
1. Black
2. White
3. Gender
4. Delinquent
5. Academic support
6. Career preparation
7. Postsecondary support
8. Employment/voc. training
9. Supervised housing
10. Independent living assess
11. Budgeting program
12. Mentoring
13. Participation in YAP
119

X2
20.09***
11.9**
3.9*
11.3**
2.01
12.5**
5.28*
0.94
5.05*
4.44*
4.54*
2.49
0.84
2.94
1.83
5.95*
1.13
31.87***
6.23*
3.95*
0.58

X2
1.23
0.40
1.46
1.31
0.60
0.52
9.63**
0.0007
0.65
7.23**
1.71
0.15
1.03

(Table 21. continued)
Objectives

Objective 4
n=1,266
Ages 14-17

Model (Hypothesis)

D.V. - Educational Attainment

Findings

N = 1103
R2 = 0.1116
Adjusted R2 = 0.091

Independent variables
Multiple regression
analysis

1. Gender (-)

b = -0.24

t = -3.32**

2. Black (-)

b = -0.02

t = -3.04**

3. Hispanic (+)

b = 0.01

t = 1.05

4. Other race (+)

b = 0.01

t = 1.28

5. Non-certified relative (+)

b = 0.01

t = 0.86

6. Certified relative (+)

b = 0.04

t = 2.12*

7. Foster parent (+)

b = 0.00

t = 0.59

8. Detention (-)

b = -0.05

t = -1.90

9. Pre-adoptive (-)

b = -0.01

t = -0.87

10. Shelter (-)

b = -0.01

t = -0.56

11. Group home (+)

b = -0.00

t = 0.12

12. Residential (-)

b = -0.01

t = -0.84

13. Psychiatric hosp. (-)

b = -0.00

t = -0.03

14. Neglect (-)

b = -0.05

t = -2.56*

15. Physical abuse (-)

b = -0.05

t = -2.05*

16. Sexual abuse (-)

b = -0.05

t = -2.02*

17. Length of stay in care (-)

b = 0.0002

t = 2.06*

18. Number of placement moves(-)

b = -0.001

t = -1.46

19. Mentoring (+)

b = 0.01

t = 1.27

20. Special education (-)

b = -0.04

t = -5.24***

21. Postsecondary Support (+)

b = 0.06

t = 3.75***

22. Academic support(+)

b = -0.02

t = -2.32*

23. Employment/voc training (+)

b = 0.01

t = -1.66

24. Budgeting service (+)

b = 0.01

t = 1.57

25. Career preparation (+)

b = -0.00

t = -0.40
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(Table 21. continued)

Objectives

Objective 5
n=157
Ages 18-22
Binary logistic
Regression analysis

Model (Hypothesis)

D.V.- Enrollment in Postsecondary
Education

Findings

N = 145
LR X2 (14) = 27.82
Prob > X2 = 0.0150

Independent Variables
1. Gender (-)

b = -0.24

z = -0.60

2. White (+)

b = 0.27

z = 0.65

3. Hispanic (-)

b = -0.04

z = -0.04

4. Other race (+)

b = 0.67

z = 0.80

5. Delinquent (-)

b = -1.19

z = -0.98

6. Academic support (-)

b = -0.59

z = -1.31

7. Supervised housing (+)

b = 0.19

z = 0.44

8. Career preparation (+)

b = 0.22

z = 0.43

9. Postsecondary support (+)

b = 1.59

z = 3.42***

10. Employ/voc. training(-)

b = -0.20

z = -0.43

11. Participation in YAP (-)

b = -1.43

z = -1.24

12. Mentoring (+)

b = 0.07

z = 0.15

13. Ind. living assessment (-)

b = -1.26

z = -2.20*

14. Budgeting Program

b = -1.13

z = -2.32*
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
This chapter presents a summary of this current study. A discussion of the results and
major findings is provided along with conclusions derived from the findings. Limitations and
benefits of this study are briefly described, as well as directions for future research. Implications
for social work practice and policy and recommendations for child welfare administrators are
delineated.
Summary of the Study
Over the past 30 years, the low educational attainment of youths and young adults
formerly in the foster care system has increasingly captured the interest of both researchers and
policymakers. As a result, federal policymakers developed and implemented legislation
authorizing funding for programs designed to create better educational outcomes for these
youths. However, few studies have documented the impact of these policy changes and
programmatic efforts. Moreover, only a handful of researchers were able to use rigorous
research designs to show causation or to determine factors that predict higher educational
attainment. Consequently, poor outcomes for foster care youths and young adults who exit the
system have persisted.
To date, there remains a dearth of literature and empirical evidence to document the
educational deficits of foster care youths and young adults who age out of the system. For many
years, research on this population of youths and young adults was stifled because child welfare
agencies only collected specific, federally mandated variables on youths while in the foster care
system. Few child welfare systems in this nation collected data to show the quality of care
youths received while in care, the number of services youths received by the state agency, or
how they fared in their adult lives. However, due to the recent amendment to P.L. 106-169 in
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2008, the ACF established NYTD, and mandated states to track and report foster care youth and
young adult outcomes across several domains including their educational attainment. The
purpose of this study was to capitalize upon the newly collected NYTD data to determine the
factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among foster care youths and young
adults who age out of the foster care system. Furthermore, to add to the current knowledge base,
this study used an explanatory-descriptive design to explore educational attainment as an
outcome variable. The researcher conceptually defined an educational attainment dependent
variable differently than in previous studies. Educational attainment was defined as the
proportion of years completed as expected according to the youths’ age. The highest grade
completed variable was recoded and measured as a continuous level variable. Educational
attainment as an outcome variable in the binary logistic model was defined as whether or not the
young adults were enrolled in postsecondary education. The dependent variable in that model
was measured as a dichotomous variable with a 0-1 coding scheme.
The researcher conducted a secondary data analysis using both administrative data and
NYTD data previously collected by a child welfare agency. NYTD survey participants included
1,266 youths who were in foster care at the time of the interview, and 157 randomly selected
young adults who aged out of the system at age 18. The researcher conducted various univariate,
bivariate, and multivariate statistical analyses to address five objectives developed for the study.
The results and main findings of the study are summarized in the following sections:
Objective 1
Objective 1 was to describe the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics of the study participants who were in foster care at the time of the interview. The
demographic characteristics described included variables such as age, race, gender, and
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educational level. The systematic risk characteristics described included their length of stay in
foster care, receipt of special education services, number of placement moves, type of placement,
and type of maltreatment. Other characteristics described were whether or not the youths
received specific services through the child welfare agency such as: YAP, academic support,
mentoring, postsecondary support, budgeting, employment or vocational training, and career
preparation.
The participants described in this objective were 1,266 youths between the ages of 14 and
17 who were still in foster care at the time of completing the NYTD survey (during the October
2010 to March 2011 reporting period). A majority of the foster youths in this study was black
(58.6%), and female (51.5%). The average age of the youths was 15.5 years. While the average
highest grade completed was 8.4 (8th grade), the average proportion of completed education as
expected according to the youths’ age was .86 (86%). Moreover, only 25.3% (n=321) of the
youths were on or above their expected level of education according to their chronological age.
Several risk factors were assessed using the administrative data. The average length of
time that a youth stayed in foster care was 44.2 months (3.6 years). Also, a large majority of the
participants were in care for less than five years (77.3%). The average number of times a youth
changed placements was 6.4. Moreover, most of the study participants had fewer than seven
placement moves (69.6%). A majority of the study participants was in foster care because of
neglect (71.9%), and was placed with a certified DCFS foster parent (28%).
The number of services the youths received from the state agency was assessed. While
nearly a quarter of the youths reported that they received special education services (27.4%),
almost a third of the youths reported receipt of academic supportive services (29.9%). Only 81
(6.4%) youths acknowledged receipt of postsecondary supportive services. However, more
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youths reported receipt of services to teach budgeting (36.2%) and career preparation services
(26.1%). On the contrary, only 145 (11.4%) youths reported receipt of employment or
vocational training. Similarly, few of the youths (17.8%) reported receipt of mentoring services
during the six month reporting period. Only 65 of the youth participants reported participation in
the YAP program.
Objective 2
Objective 2 was to describe the demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive
characteristics of a subsample of 157 young adults who aged out of care. The young adults were
between the ages of 18 and 22 during the six month reporting period. Characteristics of the
young adults’ age, race, gender, educational level, and delinquent status were described. The
researcher also described if the youth received services through the state agency such as
supervised housing, independent living needs assessment, academic support, postsecondary
support, budgeting, employment or vocational training, and career preparation.
A majority of the 157 young adult study participants was black (67.5%) and female
(59.7%). The average age of the participants was 18.6 years. While the average highest grade
completed was 11.7 (11th grade), the average proportion of education completed was .94 (94%).
Over half (n=97; 61.7%) of the young adults in this subsample completed high school. Also,
nearly half of the young adult participants (48.1%) were on or above their expected level of
education. However, only 61 (38.8%) of them reported being enrolled in a postsecondary
educational institution. Few (n= 6; 3.8%) of the young adult participants reported being
adjudicated as a delinquent during the six month reporting period.
Young adults were asked to report the services they received by the child welfare agency
during the six-month reporting period. Results indicated that a majority of the young adults
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(85.3%) reported receipt of an independent living needs assessment. Additionally, more than
half of the respondents reported receipt of budgeting and career preparation services (60.5% and
56%, respectively). While slightly less than half of the respondents reported receipt of academic
support (46.5%), 42% of the young adults received postsecondary support. A little more than a
quarter of the respondents received employment or vocational training services and supervised
housing (26.1% and 28%, respectively). On the contrary, only 31 young adults received
mentoring services during the six month reporting period.
Objective 3
Objective 3 was to explore if significant interrelations existed among educational
attainment (measured as a binary level variable) and several binary variables including race,
gender, and other systematic factors using appropriate statistics such as cross tabulations and chisquare analysis. Objective 3a explored these relationships using data from the 1,266 foster care
youths ages 14 through 17. In the bivariate analyses, educational attainment was defined as
whether or not the youths were on or above their expected level of education (coded as 1) or
below their expected level of education (coded as a 0) according to their chronological age.
Objective 3b explored significant relationships between educational attainment and other
variables among the subsample of 157 young adults ages 18 through 22. Educational attainment
in these analyses was defined as whether or not the youths were enrolled in postsecondary
education at the time of the interview (coded as a 1) or not enrolled in postsecondary education
at the time of the interview (coded as a 0).
The first part of objective 3, to assess associations among the foster care youths, revealed
several significant associations. Educational attainment was significantly different between
youths who were male and female. Significant relationships were also found among youths’

126

educational attainment and race, specifically if they were black or white. An assessment of the
relationship between youths’ placement with a certified relative and their educational attainment
was significant. Other types of placements that were significantly associated with youths’
educational attainment included placement with a certified DCFS foster parent, residential
facility, detention, and emergency shelter. Whether or not youths had more than seven
placement moves was also significantly associated with whether or not youths were below their
expected level of education or on or above level according to their chronological age.
Participation in YAP and receipt of special education services both showed strong associations to
youths’ educational attainment. Also, receipts of academic and postsecondary support were both
significantly related to youths’ educational attainment and whether or not they were on or above
their expected education level or below level according to their respective chronological age.
To address the second part of objective 3, bivariate analyses were conducted among the
subsample of young adult participants. Results revealed that the relationship between receipt of
postsecondary and young adults’ enrollment in postsecondary education was significant. No
other variables were significantly associated with young adults’ enrollment in a postsecondary
educational program.
Objective 4
Objective 4 was to investigate associations and determine the demographic, systematic
risk, and systematic promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among
1,266 foster care youths. A multiple regression analysis was conducted to investigate the
influence of a model of 25 independent variables on youths’ educational attainment. The
outcome variable, educational attainment, was defined as the proportion of education a youth
completed as expected according to their chronological age. The variable was measured as a
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continuous level variable that ranged from 0 to 1 (some youths who were enrolled in
postsecondary education had a score 1.3). The independent variables included in the regression
model were: race, gender, length of stay in foster care, type of maltreatment (neglect, physical
abuse, or sexual abuse), type of placement (non-certified relative, certified relative, foster home,
group home, emergency shelter, residential facility, psychiatric facility, or detention), receipt of
special education, academic support services, postsecondary education support services, career
preparation, budgeting, mentoring, and employment and vocational training services.
The multiple regression analysis included 1,103 observations. The overall model was
good as evidenced by a highly significant F-statistic of 5.41 at the p<.001 alpha level. The R2 of
0.111 revealed that 11% of the variance in youths’ educational attainment was explained by the
regression model. Results of the analysis further revealed that the following variables were
statistically significant at the p<.05 alpha level signifying an effect on youths’ educational
attainment: (a) gender, (b) black, (c) length of stay in care, (d) neglect, (e) physical abuse, (f)
certified relative, (g) academic support, (h) special education, and (i) postsecondary support.
Of the nine significant variables, youths’ receipt of postsecondary support was
determined to be the strongest predictor of higher educational attainment. On the contrary,
receipt of special education services strongly predicted lower educational attainment. Results
indicated that youths who were male were considerably more likely to achieve lower educational
attainment than females. Similarly, African-American foster youths were also more likely to
achieve lower educational attainment than those of other races. On the other hand, youths who
were in foster care because of neglect, physical abuse, or sexual abuse were likely to achieve
lower educational attainment. While length of stay in foster care predicted higher educational
attainment, receipt of academic supportive services predicted lower educational attainment.
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Objective 5
Objective 5 was to investigate and determine the demographic, systematic risk, and
systematic promotive factors that best predicted enrollment in postsecondary education among
young adults who age out of the foster care system. Using a binary logistic regression analysis,
the researcher estimated a model that included the following 14 independent variables: gender,
Hispanic, white, other race (American Indian, Asian, or Hawaiian), delinquent, academic
support, supervised housing, career preparation, postsecondary support, employment or
vocational training, mentoring, independent living needs assessment, budgeting, and
participation in YAP. The dependent variable in the model was educational attainment which
was defined as whether or not young adults were enrolled in postsecondary education. The
educational attainment variable was coded 0 for youths who were not enrolled in postsecondary
education and 1 for young adults who were enrolled in postsecondary education.
Receipt of postsecondary support was the strongest predictor of the probability of young
adults’ enrolling in postsecondary education. Both the independent living needs assessment and
budgeting variable showed significant effects in predicting the likelihood of enrollment in
postsecondary education. However, the coefficients were in the unexpected direction implying
a negative association. The negative coefficients would imply that young adults who receive
independent living needs assessments and budgeting services are less likely to enroll in
postsecondary education. These findings are questionable and stand in need of further
investigation. Further analysis revealed that the model accurately predicted 69.7% of the cases
in the model.
The purpose of this study was to investigate the demographic, systematic risk, and
systematic promotive factors that predicted higher educational attainment among foster care
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youths and young adults who age out of the foster care system. Results of the various univariate,
bivariate, and multivariate analyses revealed several interesting findings. First, the average
proportion of education completed was .86 (86%) which indicates that the average youth in this
study was at least one grade level behind their expected education level according to their
chronological age. The young adult subsample showed a higher average of grade completion at
.94 (94%) which indicates that majority of the young adults were on or above their expected
level of education according to their chronological age.
A majority of the youths’ and young adult participants in this study was AfricanAmerican and female. As in some previous studies, findings from the bivariate and multivariate
analysis in this study revealed that African-Americans are less likely than those of other races to
achieve higher educational attainment (Cook, 1994; Courtney et al., 2001; Courtney & Dworsky,
2006). Researchers have well documented that African-Americans often have less social capital
and live in poorer communities than their counterparts. African-Americans who are in foster
care are at greater risk for failing in their education than their counterparts and should receive
early educational interventions and services when necessary. Thus, it is the responsibility of
state child welfare agencies to provide these vulnerable youths with mentors and stable,
nurturing home environments.
The social capital theory posits that familial, organizational, and community supports
and networks are vital for successful transitions into adulthood (Coleman, 1988). Consistent
with the social capital theory, the findings from the bivariate and multivariate analyses conducted
in this study revealed that youths and young adults who receive postsecondary support are
significantly more likely than their counterparts to achieve higher educational attainment
including enrolling in postsecondary education. Bourdieu (1986) also acknowledged that
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individuals who receive various forms of support whether from a state or community agency or
networks have greater chances of success in higher educational institutions. Foster care youths
often have no choice but to rely on their legal parents the state child welfare agency for guidance,
moral, and financial support. State child welfare agencies should continue to seek innovative
ways to invest time and supportive resources towards foster youths’ education in an effort to
build their social capital (Coleman,1988).
Results from the multiple regression analysis also revealed placement with a certified
relative as a significant predictor of higher educational attainment. In the context of the
ecological systems theory, youths and young adults placed with certified relatives may have
more positive interactions in their home environment due to being placed with a relative. Foster
care youths may feel less separation anxiety following removal from their biological parents if
they are placed with a close family member in which they are familiar with. Moreover, several
researchers noted the challenges associated with establishing and maintaining connections and
mentors for youths in the foster care system (Ferrell, 2004; Morris, 2007; Rosenfeld & Richman,
2003). The placement of these youths with a certified relative may increase the youths’ selfesteem and provide the youth with the confidence needed to have more trusting relationships
with other adults and peers in school settings.
Placement in special education was also a strong predictor of achieving lower
educational attainment. As child welfare workers oftentimes have high caseloads, the
educational needs of foster youths are sometimes unnoticed. Consequently, some foster youths
may be placed in special education settings when they should instead be placed in regular
education classes. In other instances, a foster youth may be appropriately placed in special
education in one year, but never reassessed for regular education and spend more years in special
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education than needed. This study’s finding that special education strongly influences school
failure suggests that foster youths should be carefully assessed and appropriately placed in
special education settings. Moreover, youths who are placed in special education settings should
be monitored on a regular basis to assess the need for placement in regular classes. Social capital
theorists would suggest that the parents of youths in foster care (i.e., the state) must invest
quality time in assuring that their children are receiving the best services that they may have
more positive outcomes in their adult lives (Bourdieu, 1986, Coleman, 1988).
Unexpected findings from the analysis included negative relationships between
enrollment in postsecondary education and receipt of budgeting services as well as independent
living assessments. Although several studies noted that youths and young adults who receive
independent living assessments are often better prepared for independence and have more
positive outcomes (Cook, 1994; Courtney et al., 2001; Courtney & Dworsky, 2006), the negative
coefficients for these variables suggest that youths who receive budgeting services and
independent living assessments are less likely to enroll in postsecondary education. These
findings are questionable and will be explored in future research.
Limitations of the Study
The research enterprise has determined that every study has limitations that should be
acknowledged. There are several noteworthy limitations of this study that are largely due to lack
of available data, use of self-report data, measurement issues, and sample size. The following
paragraphs present a discussion of these limitations.
Lack of Available Data
One limitation of this study included a lack of available data. The researcher conducted
secondary data analyses using NYTD and administrative data previously collected by a child
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welfare agency. Although the researcher gained access to child welfare data, several of the cases
had missing data. The administrative data on the youths’ length of stay in care, type of
placement, number of placement moves, and type of maltreatment was missing for all of the
young adult study participants. Moreover, nearly all of the young adults included in the study
were YAP participants, youths who are most likely to have higher educational attainment, which
may bring into question the validity of significant, meaningful findings.
The lack of availability of data on young adults who age out of care may also be
attributed to their high mobility. Young adults who age out of the system often battle poverty
and homelessness which results in frequent changes in contact information. Additionally, some
young adults who exit the system at age 18 are determined to have no further contact with the
state agency despite their limited pool of personal resources. Over the last few years and
following federal policy changes, states have become more diligent in collecting demographic,
risk, and promotive information on foster youths and young adults who age out of care. The lack
of available data also affects the external validity or generalizability of the findings. The
findings of this study can only be generalized to other foster youths between the ages of 14 and
17 or young adults who aged out of foster care between the ages of 18 through 22.
Use of Self-Report Data
Findings from research involving self-reported data are often limited due to the
researcher’s inability to verify the truth and accuracy of the responses (Rubin & Babbie, 2005).
In this study, the researcher conducted a secondary analysis on self-reported data obtained from
the NYTD survey. The surveys used to collect data were administered to foster youths by child
welfare staff and foster parents which may increase the risk of social desirability bias. In some
cases in this study, the young adults completed the surveys themselves. Because responses with
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self-reported data are taken at face value, the researcher could not verify if some of the
respondents were illiterate or unable to interpret questions and report accurate responses.
Consequently, the credibility of the NYTD data analyzed in this study may be questionable.
Measurement
A large majority of the measurement issues in this study were attributed to the use of the
NYTD survey instrument. The NYTD survey is a self-report questionnaire. The survey is not a
standardized or psychometric measure and neither was it empirically tested for validity and
reliability. In addition, the NYTD survey items were pre-constructed and not examined for
internal consistency. Use of data from such a survey may limit the quantity and quality of
information obtained.
Another limitation of the measurement used in this study includes different operational
definitions and measurements of the variables of interests. As a result, the researcher recoded
several variables as necessary. For example, on the NYTD survey educational attainment was
measured as a categorical level variable and defined as the highest grade completed. The
researcher recoded this variable to show whether or not youths and young adults were on or
above their expected grade level or below, and to show whether or not youths were enrolled in
postsecondary education or not enrolled. The researcher also used information from two
separate survey questions to create a new variable to measure the proportion of education
completed. Moreover, many of the variables on the NYTD survey were binary variables which
provided limited information about the respondents. The services received variables only
provided a yes or no answer as to if the youths received a specific service from the child welfare
agency. No information could be obtained on the length of time the youths received a specific
service or whether or not the youth deemed a service as beneficial.
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Use of the survey also provides a cross-sectional, snapshot of the respondent. In this
study, the data collected from the NYTD survey only solicited information from the respondents
specifically during a six month reporting period. Respondents were asked to report if they
received these services during a specified time frame. Additional information about the youths
and young adults before or after the six month reporting period was not collected.
Sample Size
Another limitation of this study included the use of a relatively small sample size. While
the sample of foster youths was 1266 youths between the ages of 14-17, the subsample of young
adults was much smaller (n=157). Small sample sizes may increase the risk of Type I and Type
II errors. These type or errors affect findings of significance and produce inaccurate inferences
in both bivariate and multivariate analyses (Anastas, 2000). In this study’s bivariate and
multivariate analyses that used data from the subsample of 157 young adults who aged out of
foster care, few significant relationships were revealed. Consequently, the findings from those
analyses may have been affected by the small sample size. Obtaining a larger sample for the
young adult population was not feasible for this study. On the other hand, a greater number of
significant relationships was found among the larger sample of foster youths (n=1266).
Merits of the Current Study
Presently, there is still a dearth of research and substantive literature on factors that
impact or predict more successful educational outcomes among foster care youths and young
adults who age out of the foster care system. Many of the existing empirical studies used
exploratory-descriptive survey research designs which do not allow for causal inferences or
statements of predictions about these youths and young adults. However, as the problems among
such vulnerable and at-risk groups persist, policymakers and researchers are in desperate need

135

for research with more sophisticated designs and significant findings. This current study built
upon previous research in several areas to contribute unique knowledge to the existing literature.
This study’s significance to the research enterprise is delineated.
This present study adds to the existing knowledge base through use of a more rigorous
research design. To date, there are no known studies that utilized a correlational research design
to explore factors that predict higher educational attainment including enrollment in
postsecondary education among foster youths or young adults who age out of foster care. The
research design also included the use of multiple regression and binary logistic regression
statistical analysis, more sophisticated data analysis techniques, to explore the educational
outcomes. The use of such multivariate analyses allowed the researcher to make statements of
prediction that have not been previously made about foster youths’ educational outcomes.
This study is also one of the first known studies to both conceptually define and
operationalize educational attainment in several different ways than previous studies. Previous
studies defined educational attainment as completion of high school and level of academic
achievement. In one study, educational attainment was measured by youths’ grade point
average, number of fights and suspensions, and number of absences (Blome, 1990). In another
study, educational attainment was measured as reading and math skill levels (Shin, 2003). In this
study in the bivariate analyses, educational attainment was defined as whether or not the youths
were on or above their expected level of education or below their expected level of education.
The variable was measured as a binary variable where 0 was youths who were below their
expected level of education and 1 was youths who were on or above their expected level of
education according to their respective chronological age. In this study’s multiple regression
analysis, educational attainment was defined as the proportion of education completed as
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expected according to the youths’ and young adults’ age. The variable was measured as a
continuous level variable in which the proportions ranged from 0 to 1. Educational attainment,
in the binary logistic regression analysis, was defined as whether or not the youths were enrolled
in postsecondary education. The variable was measured as a binary variable with a 0 to 1 coding
scheme. To date, no other studies have looked this closely at the educational outcome variable.
This study also adds to the current knowledge base as it is one of the first known studies
to analyze variables from the new, federally mandated NYTD data. Analyses of the NYTD data
gives child welfare agencies a snapshot picture of how the youths in their system and young
adults who age out of the system are faring in various areas of their lives. Furthermore, findings
from this study also provide information on the quantity and kind of services that the youths are
receiving by the state agency while in care and after they age out. This information could be
utilized to develop and implement new policies and best practices.
Conclusions
The alarming rates of high school dropout and post-secondary enrollment among foster
care youth in our nation are a great concern (Orthner et al., 2010). This explanatory-descriptive
study investigated the specific demographic, systematic risk, and systematic promotive variables
that were significantly related to higher educational attainment among foster youths and young
adults who age out of care. Findings revealed that several variables are significant predictors of
foster youths’ level of educational attainment including: race, gender, placement with a certified
relative, receipt of postsecondary support, academic support, budgeting services, independent
living needs assessment, and special education services. The significant negative relationship
between race and educational attainment suggests that youths who are black are at greater risk to
achieve lower levels of educational attainment. Several other researchers have found that
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African-Americans, specifically males, are at high risk for failing in their educational attainment
(Ayasse, 1995; Henig, 2009; Pecora et al., 2006).
Other important findings of this study revealed a significant relationship between young
adults’ educational attainment and receipt of specific services from a child welfare agency.
Receipt of postsecondary support was the single strongest predictor of the likelihood of young
enrolling in postsecondary education. Proponents of social capital theory would concur that
foster care youths who do not receive postsecondary support from the state agency or community
resources when they age out of care are less likely to enroll in college or other type of
postsecondary educational program (Abada & Tenkorang, 2009; Psacharopoulos &Woodhall,
1997; Sakamota & Powers, 1995; Schultz, 1971). Moreover, researchers have noted that
adequate educational support is vital for foster care youths and former foster youths (Ayasse,
1995; Ferrell, 2004).
A large majority of foster care youths and young adults who age out of care also lack
familial support and rely heavily on the emotional, financial, and parental support of the child
welfare agency; often receiving the bare minimum level of support. Findings from this study
also suggest that youths who are placed with a certified relative have a better chance at
succeeding in their educational attainment. Several other studies have also documented that
youths and young adults with greater social capital have better outcomes in their transition to
adulthood (Cook, 1990, 1992; Geenan & Powers, 2006; Reilly, 2003; Morris, 2004; Sullivan et
al., 2010). These findings continue to highlight the great educational disparities among foster
youths and young adults who age out of the system and provide several implications for social
work practice, policymakers, and child welfare administrators.

138

Implications for Social Work Practice, Policy, and Child Welfare
This current study investigated predictors of educational attainment among foster youths
and young adults who age out of foster care. Based on the study’s findings, important
implications for social work practice, policy, and child welfare administrators are discussed.
Implications for Social Work Practice
Professional social workers play a major role in the delivery of quality and competent
services to youths in the foster care system as well as to the young adults who age out of care.
Findings from this study reveal that a large majority of foster care youths were victims of
neglect. Consequently, youths who are neglected, physically, or sexually abused often
experience various emotional and educational deficiencies. Because of the wide range of
emotional, maladaptive, and educational needs of these at-risk youth, social workers should be
knowledgeable and highly skilled and trained in working with these vulnerable youth.
Results from this study also suggest that blacks and males are less likely to achieve
higher educational attainment. Social workers who work with this at-risk population of foster
youths should give extra attention to foster youths’ educational needs and make early
assessments and referrals when necessary. It is also imperative that the social workers working
with higher risk foster youths and young adults adhere to the NASW Codes of Ethics to provide
culturally competent social work practice in an ethical and confidential manner.
Descriptive findings of systematic promotive services revealed that less than a third of
youths in care reported receipt of services such as special education, academic support,
postsecondary support, career preparation, mentoring, YAP, and employment. Additionally,
results showed that receipt of postsecondary support was a significant predictor of higher
educational attainment. Professional social workers should be cognizant of the services and
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programs available in the community in order to make appropriate referrals and provide high
quality service delivery to these youth. They should also receive education on the federal and
state policies as well as child welfare agency policies through their employer. Knowledgeable
social work practitioners can facilitate better educational outcomes for foster care youths by
providing them with the knowledge of educational services and funds available through
programs such as the Chafee Educational Training Voucher (ETV).
Implications for Policy
For decades, national policymakers developed and implemented legislation to provide
educational and employment skills to youths in the foster care system. Although millions of
federal dollars have been allotted to child welfare agencies to impact these vulnerable youths and
young adults, the development, implementation, and effectiveness of these services are
unknown. Findings from this study suggest that black male foster care youths are at greater risk
of achieving lower educational attainment. Policymakers should authorize funding and create
programs specifically to target this high risk group of foster youths. Other findings from this
study suggest that receipt of postsecondary support is a significant predictor of higher
educational attainment. This research informs policymakers of gaps in service delivery as well
as highlights policymakers need to continue to support legislation that authorizes funding for
postsecondary support of foster care youths and young adults who age out of the system.
Moreover, members of Congress should continue to support the Chafee ETV funds that allow
young adults who age out of foster care to receive up to $5,000 a year for postsecondary support.
Foster care youths would also benefit from state changes in legislation that extends foster care
services to age 21. Research has shown that young adults who continue to receive support from
child welfare agencies beyond age 18 have better outcomes in their transition to adulthood
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(Courtney et al., 2001). Therefore, state and local policymakers should continue to create and
enforce policies that will ensure these youths obtain the services needed to support their
educational outcomes.
Implications for Child Welfare Administrators
Child welfare administrators and staff are key figures to securing better futures for youths
and young adults formerly in the foster care system. A major finding from this study suggests
that youths and young adults who receive postsecondary support are considerably more likely to
achieve higher educational attainment. Child welfare administrators must ensure that educators
and child welfare workers are knowledgeable of education related agency policies and available
community resources for youths in the foster care system. Child welfare workers should also be
responsible for educating youths on their educational opportunities as well as the postsecondary
educational funds that they may qualify for after aging out of care.
Findings from this study also revealed that foster youths who are placed with a certified
relative are more likely to achieve higher educational attainment. Child welfare workers who
place children should make diligent efforts to place foster youths with relatives. The relatives
should also be encouraged to become certified through the state agency. Relatives who are
certified receive financial support from the child welfare agency to help care for the foster child.
The support that the relatives receive could significantly improve the quality of care that a youth
receives when placed with a relative. The extra support that a relative receives may also prevent
a placement disruption. Results from this study also showed that the number of placement
moves was significantly related to youths’ educational attainment. This suggests that keeping
foster youths in nurturing and healthy home environments greatly increases their chances to
achieve higher educational attainment. Thus, it is vital for administrators and agency
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policymakers to enforce policies that support and encourage placement with certified relatives as
well as placement stability.
Another important finding from this study was that youths who were neglected, sexually
abused, and physically abused were less likely to achieve higher educational attainment. This
finding suggests that child welfare administrators and staff conduct early assessments on these
youths to identify educational, mental, and developmental limitations. Special referrals and
services to decrease the risk of school failure should be made often and as necessary. Also, child
welfare workers should work closely with school administrators and educators to ensure that the
educational needs of these youths are being met in a respectful and confidential manner.
Directions for Future Research
A large majority of the existing research on youths in the foster care system is descriptive
studies that do not allow causal inferences or statements of predictions to be made (Cook, 1994;
Courtney et al., 2001; Courtney & Dworsky, 2006). This explanatory-descriptive study used a
cross-sectional, correlational research design to investigate that factors that best predicted higher
educational attainment among foster youths and young adults who exit the foster care system.
Although results of this study highlight demographic and systematic factors that may support
higher educational attainment among foster youths, several limitations in this study are evident
as noted in an above section. Future research is needed to address the gaps of this current study.
The researcher will seek to obtain NYTD and child welfare data on a larger, randomly selected
sample of young adults who aged out of the foster care system. Also, future research will seek to
use a more rigorous experimental or quasi-experimental design that would provide explanations
as to which services are most effective in improving the educational outcomes of foster care
youth.
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Summary
This chapter provided a discussion of the results and significant findings of this present
study. The primary purpose of this study was to determine the demographic, systematic risk, and
systematic promotive factors that best predicted higher educational attainment among foster care
youths and young adults who age out of the foster care system. The researcher used a more
rigorous explanatory research design so that statements of prediction could be made.
Additionally, the researcher conducted bivariate analysis to investigate other significant
relationships among educational attainment (measured as a binary variable) and several other
binary level variables. Major findings from this study provide evidence to support the idea that
foster care youths that are black and male are at a greater risk of lower educational attainment.
On the other hand, youths and young adults who receive postsecondary supportive services by a
child welfare agency are considerably more likely to achieve higher educational attainment.
Other significant findings revealed that youths who are placed with certified relatives are
significantly more likely to achieve higher educational attainment than those foster youths in
other types of placements. These findings bear significance in the federal and state level policy
arena as well as in the social science research enterprise. The researcher concluded this section
with implications for social work practice, policy, and child welfare administrators along with
directions for future research.
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APPENDIX A. DESCRIPTION OF VARIABLES
Variable Name
Gender
Race

Educational Attainment
Independent living needs
assessment

Description of Variable
Sex of the respondent: male or female
Respondents race or ethnicity such as: African American or
Black; American Indian or Alaska Native; Asian; Caucasian
or White; Hispanic; Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander; or
Other
Highest Grade level a youth or young adult has completed
Assesses the life skills and basic living skills of the youth
including thier emotional and social capabilities

Postsecondary support
Career preparation

Educational support to assist youths in school which includes
counseling, GED preparation, tutoring, etc.
Services to help youth enter and complete postsecondary
education
Services to help youths’ enter and retain employment

Employment or vocational
training

Services to build youths’ skills for a vocation, trade, or
career

Budgeting program
Special education

Services to help build youths’ financial management skills
Special designed instruction to meet youths’ educational
needs
connecting the youth to an adult for supportive relationships

Academic support

Mentoring
Supervised Housing

Length of stay in care
Type of maltreatment
Type of placement

Delinquent

Age

Supervised housing to assist youths and young adults who
age out of care either paid for or provided by the child
welfare agency
Number of months a youth stayed in care during one specific
episode
neglect, physical abuse, sexual abuse, other
Describes the type of placement that a youth or young adult
were placed in such as a group home, foster home, noncertified relative, certified relative, detention, residential
facility, psychiatric facility
Delinquent means that a State or Federal court of competent
jurisdiction has adjudicated the youth as a delinquent (act
committed by a youth ten years of age or older, which if
committed by an adult would be considered criminal)
Describes the youths or young adults chronological age
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APPENDIX B. NATIONAL YOUTH IN TRANSITION SURVEY
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APPENDIX C: DCFS DATA REQUEST LETTER
Department of Children and Family Services

To: Rhenda Hodnett, Ph.D.
Brent Villemarette, LCSW
State Office

Date: November 8, 2012

From: Dana R. Hunter, LMSW
RE: Request for Data
Ph.D. Candidate
Louisiana State University
____________________________________________________________________
Please accept this correspondence as a request for approval to collect data from dashboard,
access, and/TIPs for the following variables: 1) reason entered into care, 2) length of stay in
foster care, 3) history and number of placements, 4) present type of placement, 5) participation in
YAP, and 6) reentry into foster care. Data collected will be added to the present dataset from the
National Youth in Transition (NYTD) Survey for dissertation research. The data will be kept
confidential and used for educational purposes only to statistically analyze and explore several
variables related to the educational outcomes of foster care youth. Dissertation research will be
supervised by committee chairperson Dr. Pamela Monroe. Thanks in advance for your
consideration. If you have any questions feel free to contact myself or my committee
chairperson, Dr. Pamela A. Monroe at (225) 578-5225.

Respectfully Submitted by:
Dana Hunter, LMSW
Ph.D. Candidate
Louisiana State University
225.252.3915 cell
dhunte4@tigers.lsu.edu

Dr. Pamela A. Monroe
Professor
LSU School of Social Work
306 Huey P. Long Fieldhouse
Tele: 225-578-5225
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APPENDIX D: DCFS DATA REQUEST APPROVAL EMAIL
AApr 26

RRhenda Hodnett <Rhenda.Hodnett@la.gov>
to me, Pamela, Candice, Jan, Karen, Karla, Marcia

Dana:
Congratulations! The research committee has approved your proposal. To further assist you, and
due to concerns about the limitations of the data, we would like to offer you the opportunity to
have the research committee review a draft of your results to offer any thoughts on the context of
this data.
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions; otherwise, I assume you will be working
directly with Karen.
Good luck!

Rhenda H. Hodnett, Ph.D., LCSW
Child Welfare Administrator
Department of Children & Family Services
627 North Fourth Street - 3-300
Baton Rouge, Louisiana 70802
225-342-9960 office
225-342-2297 Admin. Asst.
Rhenda.Hodnett@la.gov
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APPENDIX E: APPLICATION FOR APPROVAL OF PROJECTS WHICH USE
HUMAN SUBJECTS
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APPENDIX F: ACTION ON PROTOCOL APPROVAL REQUEST
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